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ABSTRACT

TRUE CRIME DOES PAY: NARRATIVES OF WRONGDOING IN
FILM AND LITERATURE

Andrew Burt, Ph.D.
Department of English
Northern Illinois University, 2017
Scott Balcerzak, Director
This dissertation examines true crime’s ubiquitous influence on literature, film, and
culture. It dissects how true-crime narratives affect crime fiction and film, questioning how
America’s continual obsession with crime underscores the interplay between true crime
narratives and their fictional equivalents. Throughout the 20th century, these stories represent key
political and social undercurrents such as movements in religious conservatism, issues of ethnic
and racial identity, and developing discourses of psychology. While generally underexplored in
discussions of true crime and crime fiction, these currents show consistent shifts from a liberal
rehabilitative to a conservative punitive form of crime prevention and provide a new way to
consider these undercurrents as culturally-engaged genre directives. I track these histories
through representative, seminal texts, such as Theodore Dreiser’s An American Tragedy (1925),
W.R. Burnett’s Little Caesar (1929, Jim Thompson’s The Killer Inside Me (1952), and Barry
Michael Cooper’s 1980s new journalism pieces on the crack epidemic and early hip hop for the
Village Voice, examining how basic crime narratives develop through cultural changes. In turn,
this dissertation examines film adaptations of these narratives as well, including George Stevens’
A Place in the Sun (1951), Larry Cohen’s Black Caesar (1972), Michael Winterbottom’s The
Killer Inside Me (2010), and Mario Van Peeble’s New Jack City (1991), accounting for how the

medium changes the crime narrative. In doing so, I examine true crime’s enduring resonance on
crime narratives by charting the influence of commonly overlooked early narratives, such as
execution sermons and murder ballads. I introduce the “bad man” archetype as a lens for
examining how true crime has affected gangster and Blaxploitation narratives. In addition, I
stress changes in the killer’s understanding of popular psychology as a commentary on how
crime fiction continually prioritizes the lone killer and locale as a justification for criminal
actions. Through applying a consistent, long-reaching history of true crime to a study of fictional
crime narratives, this dissertation stresses an understanding of how fictional elements can affect
culture until the two become inseparable and stresses a comprehensive view of criminality. As
such, crime serves as a cultural barometer for deconstructing the sociological, psychological,
folkloric, and musicological undercurrents driving the American mythos.
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INTRODUCTION: “A TRUE CRIME FOR EVERY DECADE”

After the publication of In Cold Blood (1966), Truman Capote told George Plimpton that
few creative writers ever attempted journalism except as a side job when they were not feeling
creative or wanted to make money. He claimed that “such writers say in effect: Why should we
trouble with factual writing when we're able to invent our own stories, contrive our own
characters and themes? – journalism is only literary photography, and unbecoming to the serious
writer's artistic dignity” (qtd in Plimpton 25-26). He points out that another problem with
adapting real-life situations for literary purposes stems from using real subjects who may be
offended and possibly take legal action, given that “no one likes to see himself described as he is,
or cares to see exactly set down what he said or did” (26).
In developing his acclaimed “nonfiction” novel, which tells the real-life Herbert Clutter
family murder story and focuses on the killers, Capote encountered unsympathetic critics who
argued that his form was a short cut for writers who hit creative dead ends.1 Capote argues that
critics thought the form used, “all the techniques of fictional art but was nevertheless
immaculately factual, was little more than a literary solution for fatigued novelists suffering from
'failure of imagination'” (26). These concerns still affect some true-crime writers, but the genre is
now more accepted, and readers more fully understand journalism’s role. Many writers do not
separate the role of journalists, who Capote denigrates, claiming that it is “useless for a writer
whose talent is essentially journalistic to attempt creative reportage because the form, by

1

Capote found inspiration in Argentine journalist Rodolfo Walsh's 1957 nonfiction crime novel, Operación
Massacre.
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necessity, demands that the writer be completely in control of fictional techniques” from fiction
writers (27). Capote's argument underscores true crime's struggle for literary acceptance and
stresses the genre’s complexity through its connections to journalism and the processes of
reporting on and presenting real-life situations that have already been presented to the public in
different mediums.
The 20th century in American popular culture has been extremely crime focused, and
Capote’s discussion points to its ubiquity, pointing to important questions concerning true crime's
connections to fiction, film, and other media like music. For example, how do true-crime
narratives affect fiction and film? Moreover, what do true-crime narratives say about American
society? Is America becoming more conservative in its view of crime? Or by extrapolation is
America becoming more violent due to its constant obsession with crime? How does fiction and
film represent criminals and how has their representation changed? This study’s purpose is to
determine how true-crime narratives affect crime fiction aesthetic and culturally, as well as how
America’s constant obsession with crime magnifies how these literary and filmic narratives have
changed. This dissertation looks at how crime narratives represent justice in relation to period
expectations of punishment and rehabilitation of criminals. The true-crime thread has run
through crime narratives and fictional crime accounts since crime reporting’s early days. Capote
stresses the connections between fiction and crime narratives as he discusses his creation of the
nonfiction novel. He separates it from journalistic endeavors that have considered true events,
such as the New Journalism, which do not “have the proper fictional technical equipment” (27).
He argues, “It's useless for a writer whose talent is essentially journalistic to attempt creative
reportage, because it simply won't work” (27).
Yet the connections between true-crime narratives and fiction are manifold, affecting
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crime writing and film both aesthetically and culturally. True crime provides insight into the
social and political attitudes toward crime in 20th century literature and film, but moreover the
complex interplay between true-crime narratives and their fictional counterparts provides a road
map for understanding crime’s overall effects on society and how Americans have dealt with and
depicted it throughout the 20th century. Crime has remained a narrative obsession in American
literature and film because of increasing news coverage, and the public's changing perceptions of
criminal attitudes. The shifting political climate has also affected this obsession as changes in the
justice system alter how the public perceives crime. This cultural progression accentuates how
the true-crime aesthetic can provide insight into crime fiction as actual events continually affect
how fiction depicts crime. One key consideration found in all representations of crime is the
notion that “crime does not pay.” Each crime narrative circumnavigates this issue, reinforcing or
complicating it, but is unable to escape its implications.
This study focuses on how true crime has underscored the changes in crime and film
literature since the beginning of the 20th century to the present, examining adaptations that fit the
genre’s major themes and currents as it developed. However, holistically studying the crime
genre can be perplexing because the genre easily crosses defined borders, borrowing tropes and
reestablishing boundaries; the true-crime genre is no exception because of its unique position.
Crime films and literature have always borrowed from real world events, but “true crime”
purports to document real life in a factual and truth-based manner, not always something that
writers can do without embellishment. The genre is elastic by nature, and it is hard to determine
the boundaries between crime fiction and true-crime narratives.
Crime narratives include many elements of other genres and are commonly divided into
various subgenres that flout these boundaries. For example, detective fiction is divided into three
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major categories: cozy mystery (Agatha Christie's Miss Marple who appeared in fiction between
1930 and 1977), the locked room mystery (Edgar Allan Poe's 1841 “Murder in the Rue
Morgue”), and the most common, especially during the Golden Age of Detective Fiction between
1920 and 1950, the whodunit (Dorothy L. Sayer's 1927 Unnatural Death). Other common
categories include the historical whodunit2 (Melville Davisson Post's 1911 “The Angel of the
Lord”), the howcatchem, or inverted detective story in which the crime and identity of the
criminal is already known (R. Austin Freeman's 1912 collection The Singing Bone), hardboiled
fiction (Dashiell Hammett's 1929 Red Harvest), the caper story (W.R. Burnett's 1949 The Asphalt
Jungle), the police procedural (Ed McBain's 1956 Cop Hater), the legal thriller (Erle Stanley
Gardner's Perry Mason series which he wrote from 1933 to 1973), the spy story (John Buchan's
1915 The Thirty-Nine Steps), and numerous parodies. Crime literature has been commonly
adapted for film and television, and there are notable series and films that fit into these
categories, including Flightplan (2005), which contains a locked room mystery, and Howard
Hawk's adaptation of Raymond Chandler's hardboiled novel, The Big Sleep (1946) among others,
numerous television shows, such as Jag (1995-2005) and NCIS (2003-Present) that fit into the
police procedural and legal thriller categories, and, of course, the James Bond movies and
Mission Impossible.
On the other hand, “true crime” is a nonfiction generic classification focusing on real-life
crimes that affect real people and relating true events for a voracious public. Just like in most
crime fiction, killers and criminals are always punished and “crime does not pay.” True-crime
narratives generally focus on murder, and many seminal texts concern serial murder and
traumatic killings, topics that make up the majority of current true crime. Early true-crime

2

This category like many of these is related to a higher literary category, historical fiction.
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narratives started this trend with prominent 19 century murder ballads, such as “Stagger Lee”
th

and “Omie Wise,” depicting grisly, real-life murders. The National Police Gazette began
publishing in 1845 and blended salacious murder stories with an increasing interest in scientific
methodology. Early twentieth century crime books were mostly collections of cases that shift
between sentimental and journalistic. By the 1950s, book-length explorations and magazines
began appearing. Today, the boundaries of true-crime are just as fuzzy as those of crime fiction,
but true-crime narratives do fall into categories. Journalistic explorations of murder, such as
Truman Capote’s In Cold Blood (1966) and Vincent Bugliosi’s 1974 look at the Manson
murders, Helter Skelter, paved the way for modern true-crime books, which are sometimes wellresearched and other times highly speculative and quickly written. Titles like John Gilmore’s
Severed: The True Story of the Black Dahlia Murder (1994) and Robert Kolker’s Lost Girls: An
Unsolved American Mystery (2013) cover the more speculative territory of unsolved crimes.
Other common categories include serial killer narratives, such as Ann Rule’s Ted Bundy expose,
The Stranger Beside Me (1980), books about organized crime and gang life, historical and
contemporary, including Joseph D. Pistone’s Donnie Brasco: My Undercover Life in the Mafia
(1988), those that explicitly cover the drug trade like Johann Hari’s Chasing the Scream: The
First and Last Days of the War on Drugs (2015). Police memoirs, such as Randy G. Sutton’s A
Cop’s Life: True Stories from the Heart Behind the Badge (2006) share the shelves with books
about celebrity deaths like Jay Margolis and Richard Buskin’s The Murder of Marilyn Monroe:
Case Closed (2016). Some, such as Donnie Brasco, have been adapted for film and television,
competing with notable true-crime films, such as Jules Dassin’s The Naked City (1948), John
McNaughton’s Henry: Portrait of a Serial Killer (1986), and David Fincher’s Zodiac (2007).
Adaptations like Bennett Miller’s 2005 biopic, Capote, which covers the Clutter murders and

6
Tom Gries’ 1976 Helter Skelter adapt familiar stories, while other true-crime films present
original stories. The recent influx of O.J. Simpson adaptations, such as O.J.: Made in America
(2016) and The People v. O.J. Simpson: American Crime Story (2016), show how a major case
can become a “true-crime” benchmark adaptable for various media.
Television true-crime texts also fit these categories and show how true-crime narratives
are ubiquitous as audiences tune in to live vicariously through law enforcement or thrill to
murder exposes. Documentary shows like Unsolved Mysteries (1987-1999, 2001-2002, 20082010) focus on unsolved crimes, which is a big change from earlier shows, such as Dragnet
(1951-1959, 1967-1970) and The Untouchables (1959-1963) that mostly presented solved cases
from a law enforcement perspective. Many of the shows take this investigative stance, but some
shows on Courtroom Television Network, later rebranded TruTV, offered viewers access to
high-profile trials. After rebranding, the channel provides true-crime shows from many different
perspectives. Forensic elements are key but criminal psychological examinations are also
important.
As the above definitions illustrate, “crime” and “true crime” are very different genres
despite problematic overlaps that blur lines of definition. Critics have defined the crime genre as
a distinct fictional classification in various ways with little consensus. H.R.F. Keating defines it
as “fiction that is written primarily for its entertainment value which has as its subject some form
of crime” (1). Many definitions deal with the blurring of fact and fiction whether they are broad
like Keating's or more specific. Early literary iterations often focused on the mystery story, but
crime narratives have evolved into various types. True-crime elements are present in some but
are not a requirement, although many forms harbor a relationship because of the persistence of
actual events in public fascination. Charles J. Rzepka calls this the “feedback loop between 'true'
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and fictional crime narratives” (1). As Heather Worthington argues, crime fiction is just as hard
to define as crime because it “offers the reader unrivaled access to the legal, moral, and social
values of the past and present” (x). She defines crime as the “deviant action of the marginalised
individual that defines the normative centre of society” (x). Yet this definition is conditional
because of crime's connections to cultural and societal expectation, i.e. “crime is temporally and
culturally conditional; consequently, the definition of what constitutes crime is constantly
shifting” (x).
Plot elements that identify and define a story as crime fiction are similarly in flux,
ranging from the simplistic – narratives that feature a criminal act or contain a criminal, victim,
or detective – to the complex – narratives with no crime that attempt to understand a mystery or
where the role of “criminal, detective or victim changes according to the play of the narrative
and demands of the plot” (Worthington xi). Many, in fact, do not contain detection. Most in this
study focus on criminals and not the law, except for how it affects criminals in the justice system.
In essence, crime fiction is not static and includes various subgenres and categories that disallow
easy classification. These complexities underscore the overlaps between crime and true-crime
narratives without necessarily showing how critical true-crime events are to crime fiction and
film. Defining either is as difficult as defining “crime” or “fiction,” but they are often uneasy bed
fellows whose features overlap in compelling ways. Since crime fiction is a barometer of social
mores, writers often borrow from real life and blur the lines between fact and fiction. Or crime
fiction tells a story that fits into the current conscious mode of cultural story-telling relying on
prevailing legal and social values. The genre has developed alongside various forms of media,
such as film and television. Public perception of crime has affected it and, in turn, it has affected
public perception. True crime's connections to journalism and other popular media forms
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intertwine with private and public representation of events.
Tellingly, defining the true-crime genre is also tricky because the genre relies heavily on
the relationship between fact and fiction. Jean Murley defines it as a “murder narrative whose
truth-claims are unchallenged by the audience and taken as 'real,' and whose producers deploy a
widely-used set of narrative conventions and strategies” (13). Generally, crime fiction relies on
fact, but true crime has a stronger connection because people expect it to report the facts, while
allowing readers into the minds and lives of killers and victims in a way that regular news
reporting does not. In this aspect, the genre maps or remaps public space and reorders issues of
truth and fiction. Even the way the term adds “true” to “crime” plays with this notion, assuming
crime is fictional and must be changed to become fact. True-crime texts become a window into
how a culture views itself, a looking glass into the public perception of how people view our
culture’s darkest, private dark moments. True-crime narratives offer a special perspective into the
larger questions concerning how contemporary culture creates reality and how that creation
stems from how the creation and reordering of narratives. Analyzing true crime teaches us about
crime fiction, film, and narrative, but it also shows how crime stories are necessary to how
society understands and orders the world and perceives change within it.
True crime is heavily invested in returning to the scene of actual crimes as it recreates and
re-presents what happened. Mark Seltzer argues that it “always involves an aesthetics of the
aftermath: a forensic realism” (True Crime 37). Any definition of the subgenre must account for
its reflexivity. True crime’s forensic role is “inseparable from the self-reflexiveness of the
communicative media of contemporary information culture; information culture endlessly
reports on itself as the media always interviews about itself” (37). Seltzer contends that this is
due to modern society’s style of sociality that surrounds itself in scare quotes. Thus, true crime
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creates a reflexive loop; crime, information, and spectacle become entwined in radical new
configurations. Bodies are converted into information, but this process opens the body and
people’s privacy up to public spectacle. Since the term “forensics” “derives from 'forum' or
publicness,” in what Seltzer calls “wound culture,” the private body becomes the public’s point
of entry (37). True crime, and crime fiction by relation, becomes the focal point for
understanding how mass spectacle and violence intersect. True crime does not just traverse
factual and fictional lines; its emphasis on graphic telling of crimes privileges connections
between the public sphere and private desire in the creation and alteration of social and collective
belief.
True-crime narratives must maintain the balance of the factual and the imaginative while
holding reader interest. In a similar sense, crime fiction constructs a believable world to hold the
reader’s attention. Thus, the genre traverses the liminal boundaries of fact and fiction and uses
realistic motifs to enforce credibility. Writers use crime narratives to comment on social and
historical circumstances as well. As Karen Halttunen writes, “any story of murder involves a
fictive process, which reveals much about the mental and emotional strategies employed within a
given historical culture for responding to serious transgression in its midst” (qtd. in Murley 6).
Writers construct true-crime narratives and reveal the “underlying preoccupations and
perspectives on 'serious transgression' in ways that other texts . . . do not (6). By choosing
fiction, they can change or create details, create characters without offending real people, and
instill their narratives with believability by using real events. Crime fiction can thereby add the
literary elements that Capote revered and keep the gritty realism of true-crime narratives. In truecrime texts, readers already usually know the killer’s identity but remain interested. Herein lies
the crux of the issue: why does true-crime adaptation hold such resonance for readers?
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Furthermore, why does it have such a large influence beyond the genre itself, in fiction and other
forms of media?
Early 20th century crime reporting in newspapers and magazines borrowed from folklore,
broadsides, journalism, and literature because already established material and real events were
easy to adapt. Publicly recognizable events made good fodder for texts that examined and came
to terms with the public fascination with crime, and crime fiction was increasingly read as
literature thanks to writers like Raymond Chandler. Catherine Ross Nickerson argues that
“Chandler opened up . . . a new way of looking at crime narratives, or rather looking through
them, as lenses on the culture and history of the United States.” (2). Since true crime has
developed from literary forms, it contains a definite perspective on current historical realities. Its
horrific elements are drawn from its connections to past literature, as well as its rhetorical
attempt to understand the dark corners of contemporary life. Building on the legacy of
broadsides, as much as professional journalism, these narratives approach crime from a
perspective that is necessarily different from both.
To fully understand true crime's relation to other crime genres, a look at its history and
development is necessary, as there is a rich and often under-examined history that informed
Capote's work and the true crime genre today. True crime comments on the changing culture and
history of the United States and provides a lens to analyze it. Laura Browder surmises that the
genre is “related to crime fiction, certainly – but it might equally well be grouped with
documentary or read alongside romance fiction” (121). Transformative texts like Truman
Capote's In Cold Blood, a landmark text that scholars often see as, problematically, the genre’s
starting point, helped true crime reach a certain level of respectability. Admittedly, Capote's
“nonfiction” novel paved the way for other voluminous tomes that explored the minutiae,
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thoughts, and actions of real and fictional criminals from the 1980s’ serial killer craze to the
recent Serial podcast (2014-Present), dredging up the numbers, facts, and assorted details for a
growing fan base of true crime aficionados.
. Throughout the 20th century, four major currents, connected with media and public
opinion, have defined the genre: (1). religious conservatism and dogma that configured the
form’s early years, i.e. early execution sermons and their continual impact, (2). issues of ethnic
and immigrant identity as codified by gangster narratives, (3). the change towards deeper
psychological explorations of criminality and the criminal mind since the 1950s, and (4). the
shift from a liberal to conservative form as crime prevention moved from a rehabilitative to a
punitive model during the 1970s.
It is not easy to trace true-crime reporting in America to a definitive starting point, but it
has long been popular and well-selling, drawing from numerous sources. Browder argues,
“Documentary treatments of violence have been popular in the United States for close to 200
years, as witnessed by the violent ballads and broadsides dating back to the early nineteenth
century,” and the worldwide fascination with Jack the Ripper and the Whitechapel murders
(122). Many popular narratives informed true-crime literature from Charles Perrault and the
Grimm Brothers’ folk tales like “Bluebeard” to ballads detailing the gory crimes of legendary
and forgotten criminals, ranging from the Child Ballads to the Roud Folk Song Index. Many
English folk ballads and stories were reimagined in the New World, yet there were also
homegrown tales and songs stemming from historical events.3
Early true-crime narratives, especially execution sermons, had a much different purpose
Examples of ballads reimagined in the New World include “The Cruel Mother” (Child 20, Roud 9), “Pretty Polly”
(Roud 15), “The Bramble Briar” (Roud 18), and “Eggs and Marrowbone” (Roud 183). Each of these is found in
variants under different titles. Examples of homegrown ballads include “Poor Ellen Smith,” “Where Did You Sleep
Last Night,” “Stagger Lee,” and “Tom Dooley.”
3
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in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, often focusing on the murderer’s spiritual condition
and presenting a religiously conservative view of crime. The first major wave of true-crime
literature occurred in the “Elizabethan era in the form of simple pamphlets detailing the exploits
of local murderers” often of a decidedly religious nature, but had a definite impact that is still felt
in contemporary American true-crime texts (122). Common early texts detailing local murders
included broadsheets and execution sermons. In fact, these works influenced recent
psychological examinations that cover the subject’s spiritual and psychological state. These texts
provide an intimate detailing of the murderer's thoughts, while ignoring other historical facts of
their lives.
Execution sermons avoid detailed descriptions of the actual murder or murderers, but
instead discuss the spiritual misdeeds that led to the crime and privilege religious faith by
showing how criminals seek salvation. Murley writes that they focus on how the “murderer's
soul was . . . saved by his or her minister before execution (7). These narratives relied on the
“widespread acceptance of the Christian doctrine of innate depravity and fallen human nature”
(7). The Puritan worldview ensured these texts would not create the infallible monsters from
more recent true-crime narratives because the killer was not beyond redemption and even
physical death would not undo their spiritual progress. Eventually these stories included more
biographical details as the interest in the killer’s motivations increased, leading to new forms of
crime narratives. For example, the American National Police Gazette began publishing in 1845
to help fill the demand for crime reporting in a regular tabloid form. The Gazette began as a
purveyor of the sensational account, but changed its focus in the twentieth century from “gothic
horror to scientific, ironic detachment” (Murley 9).
Readers began losing interest in murderer’s spiritual lives and their enthusiasm shifted to
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how criminals developed psychologically throughout their lives. As the figure of the killer
became more prominent, the execution sermon receded and media began chronicling this
newfound direction. Browder notes that near the nineteenth century’s conclusion sources were
documenting crimes that were “more complex, [and] often more lurid – and increasingly morally
ambiguous” (Browder 123). No longer able to save themselves through salvation, the killers
became ultimate outsiders through their deeds. Sensationalism of killer’s lives sold many
newspapers underscoring the trend in true-crime narratives that increasingly sensational reports
will sell more copies. This trend also reinforced various issues that crime writers still wrestle
with, the uneasy juxtaposition between fact and fiction, exploitation and reporting, and
sensationalistic copy and responsible journalism.
The means of production molded these narratives and views of murder changed
accordingly as writers began using different mediums. The change in direction toward biography
led to lengthier examinations of criminals, including Thomas Duke's 1910 collection, Celebrated
Criminal Cases of America, leading to the beginning of a more comprehensive American genre
that included forensic examinations much like those found in British Jack the Ripper coverage.
Duke’s collection set a precedent for the genre’s development, while accounting for an
unprecedented diversity of criminals and victims. Duke's assertion that “this volume will show
that in some instances fabulous amounts of money have been unlawfully obtained, it will also
show that retribution invariably overtakes the professional criminal and brings with it untold
misery and degradation” (qtd in Browder 123) is apropos for a police captain in discussing his
profession’s outcomes. However, it also clearly demonstrates a common motif that still runs
through crime writing, “crime does not pay.” While recent years have not held true to this dictum
for all forms of crime literature, it is a hoary and popular trope in crime writing. However, Duke
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also reinforces another prominent theme – the struggle between nature and nurture, contending
that some criminals have inherited their tendencies, while environment shapes others. This
perennial theme invites the reader to participate in several ways: vicariously reliving the crime
and morally judging it. As Browder points out, Duke covers a large range of celebrated criminal
cases without failing to cover the lesser-known personal cases that fill today's books and early
songs and ballads. This type of coverage would remain a staple of true-crime literature’s next
popular phase, one of equal, yet different import, true-crime pulp magazines.
The National Police Gazette was a barometer in the sea change of true-crime narratives,
and was arguably as influential as collections like Duke's. The newspaper at its beginning was
firmly entrenched in the sensationalistic style and included melodramatic, attention getting, sales
boosting headlines that used key words such as “scandal” and “horror” along with lurid drawings
of criminals and scantily clad women. During the last years of the 19th century and early years of
the 20th century, Duke’s tabloid shifted with the times, looking at murder as a social and
scientific concern through an emphasis on scientific advancements. With these advances, the
narration of murder began changing; no longer depicting killers as immoral monsters but as
deviants with physical and mental differences from other people. The National Gazette was one
of the first true-crime texts that fully showed this shifting landscape. It considered the new
scientific methods and filtered them through the period’s sensationalistic lens.
During this time, new techniques for understanding and diagnosing criminals
significantly changed the face of crime detection and true-crime narratives. Police work was
becoming increasingly professional and practitioners utilized new methods in detection and
forensics. Both the popular and scientific press debated the shifting image of the criminal mind.
European criminology theories became important to public and professional knowledge of crime
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as courts tried to understand madness and debates about the legal definitions of sanity raged.
Alphonse Bertillon's theories, especially the publication in 1896 of Signaletic Instructions
Including the Theory and Practice of Anthropometrical Identification, led to a rise in efficiency
and methodology in police work.4 Bertillon’s work built on then current beliefs that physical
attributes indicated criminal tendencies. He also believed that criminals could be studied
scientifically and created a “photographic categorization system, which was used to measure,
classify, and record the physical features of known criminals in the belief that such a system
could help police agents both predict and control crime” (Murley 10). True-crime narratives
mirrored this process as more attention was paid to how crimes occurred, and writers attempted
to textually recreate crimes within their texts, building off the “scientific understanding of
murder, where minute examination and explication of evidence demanded re-creation or
reenactment of the crime” (11).
Even as the conception of criminal thought became more nuanced, narratives continued
to emphasize a criminal status quo. At this time, narratives began to depict criminal acts as an
overarching threat to society that police could quell rather than the simple deeds of individuals.
Texts became more systematic and routine as textual conventions formed. Interpretations of
criminals were changing, but ways of treating and writing about them were slowly becoming
codified. Indeed, these narratives described situations that would have only the killer would have
known, laying the framework for many later true-crime narratives.5 The scientific approach led

4

R.W. McClaughry, Warden of the Illinois State Penitentiary at Joliet introduced the Bertillon system to the United
States in 1887. He translated Bertillon’s 1885 edition of Signaletic Instructions Including the Theory and Practice of
Anthropometrical Identification from French to English, and it became widely used and accepted becoming the main
criminal identification method both in the U.S. for the next three decades until the West Brothers’ fingerprint
identification system replaced it.
5
These early narratives had remarkable titles that mixed newer methodology with sensationalistic copy. Selected
headlines from The National Police Gazette show this range: “Perhaps He Was A Ripper” (1896), “Sensational
Murders in California Baffle All the Experts: Remarkable Case of the Boy who is Accused of Killing Father,
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to less salacious and detached texts that included more emotionally distant descriptions of
murder in many cases. Although emotionally charged sensationalistic narratives still existed,
shelf space increasingly lent itself to more criminal behavior narratives.
In the 1920's, true-crime magazines emerged, taking a similar direction to the National
Police Gazette by presenting salacious crime accounts with lurid pictures and broadening the
reach of true-crime narratives.6 These magazines fascinated the American public for the next
forty years and only waned in popularity when the “television era and the widespread availability
of slick and cheaply produced paperback books” changed the face of the market (14). These
magazines, beginning with True Detective Mysteries in 1924 and continuing in numerous titles
like Front Page Detective, Baffling Detective, and True Gangster, solidified crime literature’s
mainstream appeal in America. Thus, crime narratives regularly reached an eager public, while
changing popular understandings of the criminal mind and how the workings of the justice
system. The popular titles maintained a law and order “crime does not pay” perspective that
would influence depictions of true crime for years in other mediums like film, books, and
television, while others cultivated a detached scientific approach; writers would continue to use
both approaches. True-crime magazines, and crime magazines in general, were not entirely
without literary merit, and many included material covering the newer focus on the killer's mind.
Information from true-crime magazines can also provide some demographic information
about the readers relating to how true-crime narratives developed an audience, although figures

Mother, Sister and Brother” (1906), and “Marks on Criminals – There Are Many Telltale Signs – Detectives Look
For” (1905). Early 20th century murder books include Edwin H. Porter’s The Fall River Tragedy: A History of the
Borden Murders (1893), Frank P. Geyer’s The Holmes Pitzel Case: A History of the Greatest Crime of the Century
and the Search for the Pitzel Children (1896), and Benjamin H. Atwell’s The Great Harry Thaw Case, Or, A
Woman’s Sacrifice (1907) among others.
6

The magazines provide an immense archive of visual and contextual evidence, for they outline the changes that
occurred in crime representation throughout the period.
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concerning reader demographics are notoriously unreliable. During the period, many assumed
that readers were young working-class men who were barely literate and read these magazines
just for entertainment or to satisfy their prurient interests. Jean Murley suggests the “audience
was devalued, undermined, and not seriously studied” and that even the magazine editors held
the same assumptions that academics did concerning the tastes of their readers (17). Most
reliable information concerning audience demographics can be gleaned from advertisements.
Murley's examination of ads in True Detective Mysteries suggests that the magazine's editors
attempted to appeal to an idealized audience of male and female white readers from both the
working and the middle class. Just as there were few stories of minority victims and killers in
earlier crime narratives, the publishers seemed to imagine a mainly white readership that was
mostly male by the 1930s. Appeals to class remained more complex. Erin Smith argues that it is
not easy to determine whether readers adopted the attitudes that these magazines sold; “we do
know that it was in the financial interest of advertisers to make appeals that culminated in a
purchase” (45). Pulp and true-crime magazines shared similar audiences; working class people
were being targeted for the first time since they had disposable income: working class scenes
were “largely missing from mass circulation magazines between the wars,” but found space in
ads in pulp magazines (46). Their covers offer a similar demographic picture as most of them
luridly depict women to attract a male audience. Even when the covers changed from paintings
to photographs in the late 1950s, women maintained a presence. Magazines never did lessen their
sensational cover copy, however. Covers were used to present the feature stories -- those crime
narratives that were responsible for how well the magazines sold due to sensationalism or
timeliness. Publishers underscored these stories’ not just by highlighting them on the covers
through tangential photographs and lurid copy, but also included crime scene photos of corpses
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and, in rare cases, even autopsy photos. The methods and rhetorical decisions that sold these
magazines was influential to later true-crime representations, specifically modern true-crime
books which would use copy and art to sell readers longer sensational accounts that focused on
one crime.
Laura Browder claims that there is a “true crime to fit every decade,” and an examination
of her claims shows that each decade, if not specifically adding to the cannon of true-crime
subgenres, shifted the focus to different types of criminals (124). In fact, during each decade the
crime genre embellished current criminals and criminal types as poster children that would
change the presentation of true crime. In this way, the thirties were known as the decade of
gangsters, allowing them to become sympathetic Robin Hood figures in the press. The 1940s and
1950s, while still presenting gangsters, switched the focus to loners and deviants, resulting in a
shift to personal stories that somewhat typifies true crime today. Jean Murley contends that this
was when “modern true crime made its earliest appearance in the pages of True Detective
Magazine . . . as a new way of narrating and understanding murder” (2). When Bernarr
Macfadden founded the magazine in 1924, it focused on mystery fiction, by the 1930s it shifted
to true crime because real stories sold better. Murley argues, in the same vein as others, that the
magazine and “its sister publications (Master Detective and Official Detective) created and
popularized the pithy formulaic, objective, lightly fictionalized journalistic murder narrative that
we recognize today as the essence of true crime” (13).
During these decades, true crime became more multifaceted as it solidified into a genre
with many concerns that earlier texts never touched upon. Different ways of evaluating and
conceptualizing murder developed in these magazines because the writers’ purpose changed, and
the reading audience became more interested in understanding the thoughts and motivations of
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the killers. Crime novels examined these motivations, but never to such a degree. True-crime
writers began to focus more on the contextual evidence behind the murders, making
psychological conjectures about motivation.
There was indeed a decade-by-decade reinterpretation of true-crime subject matter, which
helped solidify the genre's stylistic and topical conventions. While the 1920's introduced truecrime magazines, the mid-20th century birthed true-crime books, which flourished after the
publication of In Cold Blood and reinforced the genre's contemporary tropes. True-crime books,
such as Vincent Bugliosi and Curt Gentry’s Helter-Skelter (1974), Norman Mailer’s The
Executioner’s Song (1979), and Ann Rule’s The Stranger Beside Me (1980) added recognizable
literary elements; the form had come far from the days of oral advertisement and balladry. One
difference from true-crime magazines was that these books allowed writers to choose from all
previous topics – the stories of remote, deviant killers sat on the shelf next to gangster narratives
and the like, although the mid-sixties saw an increase in books that featured “lone drifters who
preyed upon strangers, such as the Boston Strangler” (Browder 124). The expanded length and
emphasis on biographical materials and intense focus on psychopathology allowed readers to
form relationships with the killers. Earlier books had followed the pre-established pattern of
collecting cases, but by the 1950s books regularly covered single cases with more thorough
examinations of the killer’s mental condition and an emphasis on novelistic techniques that lead
readers to identify emotionally with them. Despite evidence that modern interpretations of truecrime in a book-length form “sprang seemingly sui generis from Capote in 1965,” the history of
novelistic interpretations and longer studies goes back much farther (Murley 44). Indeed, Roman
Noir novels published in the 40s and 50s also influenced this trend. Titles, such as James M.
Cain's Double Indemnity (1943), Patricia Highsmith's The Talented Mr. Ripley (1953), Jim

20
Thompson's Savage Night (1953), Dorothy B. Hughes' In A Lonely Place (1947), and David
Goodis' Dark Passage (1946) influenced these books due to their psychological coverage and
focus on the criminal and not the detective.
True-crime books also have other typical features and conventions, besides psychological
and biographical depictions of one killer, commonly presenting female victims and mostly
involving male killers with minute details concerning ordinary lives. They are concerned with
certain types of crime: domestic and sexual killings, and serial murder. They include a strange
binary: a “simultaneous distancing from and identification with the killer” (Murley 44). Fictional
elements, such as dialogue of the killer and his victims’ thoughts, add dramatic elements the
writer should not know. Thus, the writer becomes an insider who is privy to “events . . . special
information about the case and willing to form a relationship with the killer” (44). In the 1960s
and 1970s, these tropes were solidified as the public’s favorable reaction helped create the
guidelines for the genre’s continued development.
The books also demand participation from the reader, encouraging the reader to engage in
a dissection of the victim and killer's mistakes, having much in common with Roman Noir, crime
fiction that has descended from hardboiled fiction and often offers the criminal’s perspective
instead of the detective’s, because readers can get in the minds of the killers. Roman Noir texts,
such as James M. Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice (1934), Cornell Woolrich’s “It Had
To Be Murder” (1942), and Dorothy B. Hughes’ In A Lonely Place (1947) all present deep
readings of criminal psychological states. While hardboiled fiction provides insight into the
detective's mind and allows the reader to help solve the crime, Roman Noir focuses on criminal
actions, while also allowing readers to examine the elements of the crime like detective novels.
True-crime’s perceived veracity allows the reader and the writer to distance themselves from the
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crimes, even as they learn details only known to the criminal. Readers expect the label of “true
crime” to verify this veracity, and the books maintain an aura of fact and authority through
detailed description and photographic evidence. Murley argues that “true crime is a way of
making sense of the senseless, but it has also become a worldview, an outlook, and a perspective
on contemporary American life, one that is suspicious and cynical, narrowly focused on the
worst kinds of crimes, and preoccupied with safety, order, and justice.” (2).
But if true crime maintains this suspicious and cynical view, its continuous popularity
remains surprising, as true-crime subject matter does not necessarily lend itself to populism. It
often celebrates or accepts murder and other tough sell issues, despite harsh criticism on many
fronts. Critics accuse practitioners of true crime of “misogyny, racism, and moral bankruptcy”
(2). Critics also question how the genre's propensity for displaying sexual violence against
women does not scare the female readers who make up most of the current audience away. Jean
Murley writes that true crime is “atavistic in its intensely gendered appeal and misogynist subject
matter and avoidance of race and multiculturalism,” determining that these texts can be read as
an alternative to the many forms of social changes and cultural progress (3). She argues that the
form remains conservative and dated due to its focus on whiteness, and, in fact, appeals to
retrogressive values.
Racial issues, however, are not limited to these types of crime narratives and can be as
conspicuous in their absence as when the narrative directly deals with them. American success
and criminal narratives are often racially codified, even if race is never mentioned. For example,
the characters in gangster narratives struggle against a racially constructed, class-conscious
world that limits their mobility. Thus, race issues become central to their attempts at success.
Maureen T. Reddy argues that such work often negates racial difference: “Race matters are
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frequently denied, displaced, or otherwise so thoroughly disguised that many readers overlook
them” (135). However, this does not mean that race can be ignored, especially when it comes to
true-crime narratives that examine the American dream. From the earliest crime narratives to
todays, race remains an issue whether the writers try to ignore it or certain segments of society
attempt to whitewash it. Reddy contends, “Whiteness -- its boundaries, its value, its meanings
and perceived threats to dominance -- has been a primary concern” (135).
How true-crime magazines treated crime, as well as how true-crime books borrowed from
the former genre, solidified the emphasis on white crimes. As Murley argues, “one aspect of truecrime magazines that defies easy understanding is their complete refusal to register the
significant racial conflict in American society or the racial components of crime” (20). In fact,
true crime narratives often make this glaring omission and the way these narratives have been
read and developed suffers because of it. Many true-crime books continue to focus on white
criminals and victims.7 Editors have long focused on stories, and ways of presenting those
stories, that, despite their lurid qualities and tone, play it safe with certain larger socially
deterministic truths about crime. However, other crime genres attack these issues head on,
perhaps because readers do not expect writers to accurately depict the truth. Since true crime is
truth-based, the expectations are different. Of course, that does not excuse the genre’s
problematic development of the genre regarding its whitewashing. Undeniably, the editors do
shape criminal conventions for readers, ignoring uncomfortable truths about crime, and handily
packaging their product for white readers. Murley posits that “true-crime depictions have formed

See Ann Rule’s The Stranger Beside Me (1980), Joe McGinniss’s Fatal Vision (1983), Dennis MacDougal’s Angel
of Dark: The True Story of Randy Kraft and the Most Heinous Murder Spree of the Century (1991), Cathy Scott’s
Murder of a Mafia Daughter: The Life and Tragic Death of Susan Berman (2002), Dave Cullen’s Columbine (2009),
and Kathryn Casey’s Shattered: The True Story of a Mother's Love, a Husband's Betrayal, and a Cold-Blooded
Texas Murder (2010) among others.
7
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a momentous cultural response to a frightening rise in violent, seemingly random crime in our
society between the 1960s and the present” (3). She argues that true crime is one of the few
places in American culture, where the “rhetoric of evil was used without ambiguity, irony, or
postmodern questioning of absolute moral categories” (3).
However, a true understanding of true-crime reader demographics remains difficult, even
though crime has a stronger female readership today than male. Women comprise a larger fan
base of the major writers and types, accounting for sixty percent of readers of all the combined
subgenres (48). Regardless, a true accounting of readership is still problematic given the
difficulty in tracking demographic categories. For example, women are more active on fan sites
and at book signings, but these areas cannot account for all readership and many questions
remain unanswered. Most of these questions necessitate further sociological examinations, i.e.
establishing how different genders read true crime and understand it. Long-term studies that look
at how the readership has changed diachronically, such as examining demographic changes since
the 70s when the genre assumed its current form or looking at how minorities approach truecrime narratives should be conducted.
True-crime texts often exaggerate real fears as writers attempt to create truthful accounts
that allow the public to deal with their concerns over crime. For example, rising crime rates in
the 1970s fed into consumer fear that the world was heading toward social chaos, and true-crime
texts helped put this in perspective, dealing with “such phenomena as the Charles Manson crimes
and the widening threat presented by psychopaths in books, films, and television” (3). This
increase in violent crime was often foremost in public perception, especially for those already
interested in crime books, and many believed the punishments for these crimes was not severe
enough.
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By the 1970s, a punitive model had almost completely replaced the earlier rehabilitationbased model as these growing fears influenced how the legal system handled crime – prosecution
began to shift from a rehabilitative pattern to a more disciplinary one, shifting between two
prevalent justice models: the Liberal Model and the Conservative Model. The Liberal Model
focuses on due process of law, which “emphasizes the protection of individual rights,” while the
Conservative Model is concerned with crime control (Lenz 31). Crime control proponents tend to
think that those under arrest are guilty and penalties should produce ultimate and measurable
results, thus they believe police and prosecutors should act without much legal supervision. The
due process model operates from the position that people are innocent and that the legal system
should protect the suspected criminal’s individual rights. Each of these philosophies affects how
literature deals with crime. The liberal model was first in effect during the period from the 1890s
to around 1920, and reflecting these lingering views, the “films of the 1930s include some of the
best expressions of the liberal legal values” (32). Examining different film adaptations from this
period shows the full flowering of these ideals in cinema. Timothy O. Lenz argues that these
films were responding to how The Great Depression changed public perception toward how
“social, economic, legal, and political institutions” were being run as corrupt and incompetent
(32).
Public criticism led to liberal reforms to make these institutions more effective, prevent
crime, and rehabilitate offenders. This liberal reform attempted to solve three problems that
plagued law enforcement in the early twentieth century, “localism, political patronage, and
official misconduct,” and paved the way for the eventual shifts to come (32).

Localism refers

to the tradition of local justice in which law enforcement had a limited jurisdiction “defined by
political boundaries which were becoming more and more irrelevant” as crime enforcement took
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on a more national aspect with technological advancement (32). Law enforcement was primarily
a state and local discipline before the rise of organized crime, but after the creation of the
National Commission on Law Observance and Enforcement in 1929, it was nationalized. The
political patronage system allowed election winners to give their supporters jobs, which led to
incompetence at many levels. Reformers attempted to make professionalism standard to curb
corruption and make competence more important than politics. The third problem revolved
around local law enforcement’s behavior which often involved the “widespread use of beatings
(the third degree)” (33). This routine use of force was one of the reasons that Herbert Hoover
formed the Wickersham Commission to create a Committee on Official Lawlessness. This
committee concluded with a report called “Lawlessness in Law Enforcement” that led to many
reforms to stop misconduct and enforce individual rights.
During the 1930s, individual rights associated with fairness in criminal law only applied
to the federal government as the Supreme Court did not recognize their role in state and local
affairs, thus these officials could ignore the provisions of the Bill of Rights. Conservatives did
not want to see the Bill of Rights extended to the states, but because of issues like racial
discrimination, the Bill of Rights was nationalized. Still the decade is pivotal because during that
time the public began looking to the “national government for solutions to problems such as
economics, civil rights, national security, and crime” (34). In the 1960s, the Warren Court further
enforced the national standards when they expanded due process of law and applied it at all
levels from the questioning of suspects to prison administration.
During the mid-1960s and early 1970s, the system started transitioning to a more
conservative model when growing doubts about crime started challenging liberal thinking and a
growing public fear of violent crime led to a perceived need to control crime more effectively.
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Lenz points to three changes that necessitated this shift: a growing crime problem that challenged
the system's ability to respond, the notion that violence is a necessary response, and a decreased
confidence in the government, which all lead to a reaction against liberal techniques and a
tendency to privilege control and punishment over due process and individual rights. 1970’s
vigilante films, such as Dirty Harry (1971) and Death Wish (1974), best exemplify this shift.
During this period, the fascination with vigilante law men (usually white) paralleled the
identification with individualistic murderers.
The 1980s and the 1990s changed the pattern of true-crime narratives as audiences were
given a larger role in helping analyze crimes, while maintaining a safe distance from real
murders. Television documentary series, such as Dateline (1992-Present), Cold Case Files
(1999-2006), and Forensic Files (1996-2011) showed reenactments of murders with emphasis on
forensic science and crime solving. True crime’s popularity led to not just major programming,
but an addition of shows on cable channels like TruTV and Arts and Entertainment (A&E).
These channels have added “more true-crime programming to their schedule in response to high
ratings and the popularity of forensic science” (Murley 111). The internet also provides resources
for amateur sleuths, from personal true-crime blogging, which allows amateurs to share their
theories, to true-crime resources like True Crime Report (2008-Present), which compiles truecrime stories from across the United States. Many websites provide audiences with copious
information about specific cases, particularly serial killings and cold cases, such as Crime
Library (1998-2015) and Crime Magazine (1998-Present). Although this new level of
participation did not allow readers to actively participate in solving crimes, it taught them aspects
of criminology, such as forensics, profiling, and pathology. A larger framework of ordinary
people in the internet age partially understand crime prevention techniques and are using
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technical terms that once were only used by professionals. This creates a network of crime
“experts” who believe they have technical insight into criminology, while allowing them
intimate, although shallow, knowledge of major crimes. This network offers readers behind-thescene footnotes and analysis and allows them to know the perpetrators, but the stories have a
definite ending that resolves public fears. This reorders the world as the killers are locked up or
executed at the end. Thus, the genre typically wraps up the loose ends; the killers are imprisoned
and faith in the system is restored.
The purpose of this dissertation is to track how true-crime narratives have affected crime
fiction throughout the 20th century and provide commentary on its possible future. America’s
obsession with crime continues to provide insight into how America’s culture has changed and
will change. For instance, the concept that “crime does not pay” still informs crime literature
because, despite major changes in the genre, it remains conservative in form and purpose. Of
course, this does not always materialize in practice as many narratives are about criminals who
get away with their crimes. The complex interplay of the different trends that led to the
development of modern crime fiction does not preclude or overpower one or more of these
precepts. Each text builds upon those that have come before and plays with the form’s expected
precepts just as it adheres to the continual presence of factuality and believability. Although a
conservative form, crime fiction borrows heavily from other genres and employs various media
to get its message across to consumers. It remains a cultural barometer that can tell us how
American society grapples with criminality as ethnic, racial, and psychological phenomena.
The major currents that have defined and changed the crime genre are still evident today.
As stated earlier, these include, but are not limited to: (1.) religious conservatism, (2.) ethnic and
immigrant identity, (3.) psychology, and (4.) movements in liberal and criminal justice. My
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chapters provide an analysis of how these four major trends appear in 20 century American
crime fiction and film. Each chapter focuses on a written text and how it has been adapted given
the genre’s history, illustrating how this process documented social and cultural structures of its
time period. Each focus on texts that have been influenced or inspired by true-crime events and
shows how these events remain relevant through fiction and cinema.
Chapter one examines Theodore Dreiser's An American Tragedy (1925) along with how
execution sermons and true-crime pamphlets, as well as Chester Gillette’s real-life murder of
Grace Brown, influenced the development of Clyde Griffiths and this monumental crime
literature text. The novel takes true-crime elements from newspaper stories and early crime
narratives and fashions a naturalistic story that captures the zeitgeist of the 1920s, showing that
crime narratives were shifting from a conservative outlook to a more progressive one. This
depiction of Griffiths shows how attempts at success and upward mobility remained futile as
immigrants struggled within the changing economy, even resorting to murder to maintain their
positions in a deterministic world. However, it still shows that even the literary crime narrative
revolves around the “crime does not pay” concept. The novel depicts how the justice system and
popular sentiment was concerned with understanding and rehabilitating criminals as more people
reached for the American Dream. The chapter examines two film adaptations that further
emphasize these societal changes: Josef von Sternberg's An American Tragedy (1931) and
George Stevens' A Place in the Sun (1951). Both films follow the basic story arc to different
ends, while emphasizing the public's ongoing fascination with criminality and updating the plot,
which underscores how public and Hollywood perceptions toward criminality and the American
Dream changed in the twenty years between their productions. Each examines conceptions of
crime, rehabilitation, and punishment as they were viewed before and after World War II.
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Chapter Two considers how gangster narratives accentuate connections between the
American Dream, immigrant experience, and the true-crime narrative throughout the 20th
century, looking at William R. Burnett's influential 1927 novel, Little Caesar, and two film
adaptations, Mervyn LeRoy’s Little Caesar (1931) and Larry Cohen's Black Caesar (1972) that
each tell the story of a criminal trajectory that relies on the immigrant and black experience
specifically. Gangster narratives show how influential the immigrant narrative is to
representations of crime and how important American Dream mythology is to the genre. While
Little Caesar built on newspaper stories and mythology about organized crime, presenting a
“crime does not pay” plot, conflicted protagonists who draw audience sympathy and challenge
expected heroic and tragic roles problematize this plot. Rico Bandinelli remains a tragic figure as
he disrupts the system. Black Caesar takes Little Caesar’s basic trajectory, in which the Italian
protagonist attempts to rise through Chicago organized crime circles but fails and moves it to
1970s New York with a black protagonist. It follows the same hopeless pattern but filters it
through Blaxploitation tropes, which generally show a heroic protagonist rebelling against white
society, but instead presents an antihero that restructures the “bad man” archetype as he emulates
white culture. Both narratives present characters at odds with overarching culture that are unable
to reconcile their actions with their own cultures as they struggle with conceptions of ethnicity
and self-identity.
Chapter Three looks at how the crime genre developed in the 1950s, a period defined by a
growing public fascination with the criminal mind as best represented in popular psychology
books. As such, the growing true-crime emphasis on the killer’s mind had seeped into crime
fiction. Jim Thompson's The Killer Inside Me (1952), builds on the author’s experience as a truecrime writer to present a psychological portrayal of small-town Texas sheriff deputy, Lou Ford,
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as he commits murders and attempts to analyze himself. The novel appeared during a paperback
boom with many readers hungry for crime novels based on the hard-boiled tradition. Thompson's
novel points to the growing struggle between localism and nationalism in crime prevention, set
in a time when liberal reforms had not yet taken hold and emphasizing problems inherent in
small community law enforcement. His stories are set in rural communities that contrast sharply
with the larger cities of the hard-boiled novelists and other texts in this study. These issues are
also evident in the film adaptations of the novel. Burt Kennedy's 1976 adaptation moves the
story to Montana and shows this struggle as one between law enforcement and the mining
community, while Michael Winterbottom's 2010 film keeps it in Texas and highlights this
disconnection, while unflinchingly portraying the book's violence. Each relies on examinations
of Ford's psychology and notions of the serial killer, but presents a very different picture of how
Ford behaves, as well as how popular psychology influences his self-analysis. Kennedy’s film
opts to present a stereotypical version of a near heroic Ford who slips into madness,
accompanied by horror movie tropes. He reads more up-to-date 1970s pop-psychology tomes to
understand himself and others better. Winterbottom's film presents a more violent and
masochistic Ford, whose bookshelves contain psychology volumes that do not affect his
murderous rages.
Chapter Four examines how true-crime narratives began reaching newer audiences in the
80s and 90s through hip hop and urban crime films. Drawing on Blaxploitation and gangster
elements, Mario Van Peeble's 1992 film, New Jack City, reveals how the crack epidemic and the
response from law enforcement affected inner-city communities. The film builds on Michael
Barry-Cooper's Detroit gang culture exposes, as well as the influences of various strands of hip
hop culture, such as New Jack Swing and gangsta rap. The film also shows how these
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communities maintain authenticity and find personal empowerment as punitive crime prevention
methods have punished marginalized populations. Although it still revolves around the idea that
“crime does not pay” as Nino Brown aims for success but finds failure at the hands of his
community and hegemonic society. New Jack City and other films of the period deal with
conceptions of how crime management, and often focus on punitive measures of crime
prevention, although they shift the culpability away from the individual onto the community, i.e.
teams of cops and villains struggle to maintain control. The chapter examines how the concept of
the “bad man” has been further developed through how Nino and his police officer foil, Scotty
Appleton, approach crime and community. In this sense, the “bad man” is viewed as a valid
reaction to oppression, even as it validates “crime does not pay” narratives. The film, ultimately,
shows how crime prevention methods have shifted in a more punitive direction since the 1970s.
In my conclusion, I discuss how crime fiction remains a barometer for how society
develops its attitudes towards criminality. A brief look across the pop culture landscape confirms
its constant presence as edgier texts like HBO's True Detective (2014-2015) and AMC's Breaking
Bad 2008-2013) share the airwaves with tried and true crime warhorses, such as Law and Order
(1990-2010) and NCIS (2003-present). More true-crime books are released each day alongside
novels and films that chronicle crime and culture, while focusing on underrepresented
communities to a much greater degree. Podcasts, such as My Favorite Murder (2016-present)
and Criminal (2014-present) bring true-crime narratives to a younger and more tech-savvy
audience. Crime fiction has borrowed heavily from true-crime narratives throughout the 20th
century and continues to do so. True-crime and crime narratives are always morphing, and in
fact, they are showing an inclination to head in a more progressive direction after decades of
conservative morality. Crime narratives are becoming more about community as media provides
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forums for fans to participate in discussion and debate the merits of liberal and conservative
attitudes towards crime prevention. Furthermore, round-the-clock media coverage and internet
access mediate perceptions of crime. However, these narratives will continue to toy with the
idea that “crime does not pay,” validating the audience’s need for redemption, while
understanding that the audience also wants to be thrilled.

CHAPTER ONE
CREATING CLYDE GRIFFITHS: THEODORE DREISER'S AN AMERICAN TRAGEDY
AND ITS EFFECT ON POPULAR NOTIONS OF CRIME

Based on the criminal activities of Chester Gillette, Theodore Dreiser's 1925 novel, An
American Tragedy appeared, just as representations of crime and considerations for dealing with
it were shifting from a conservative mode to a more liberal one. Notions that “crime does not
pay” were beginning to be mediated by an increasingly realistic perception of crime's resonance.
Although stereotyped representations of crime still held sway, An American Tragedy was at the
forefront of changing public perceptions and shifting attitudes toward crime and criminality.
Dreiser's focus as a Naturalistic writer and experiences as a journalist gave him a unique
perspective on how crime was shifting because of social and financial ambition and changing
perceptions of class. Drawing upon a real-life murder, the novel developed a realistic fictional
account of crime and punishment about a young man destined to be destroyed by the system.
Dreiser utilized his knowledge of true crime, the media, and public opinion, to create a
novel that would not only prove influential but also refocus public, social, and critical
perceptions of crime. What is more, Dreiser’s naturalist lens results in a gritty novel that
examines the problems inherent to fiction inspired by true-crime narrative. As Joseph Karaganis
argues “naturalist fiction translates determinist assumptions about the human subject into literary
problems, most persistently, one could argue, by refusing to describe persons as autonomous
individuals capable of moral choice” (154). Indeed, their circumstances directly affect Dreiser’s
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characters, yet they still try to challenge them. In the essay, “Life, Art and America,” Dreiser
1

stresses his distrust of unrealistic literature and calls for a fiction that deals with all human
emotions and considers the socioeconomic realities of America.
The novel stresses the shift from the religious conservatism and dogma of earlier crime
narratives, particularly execution sermons, and traces the continual impact of these earlier forms,
while anticipating newer notions of crime coverage. Dreiser saw an opportunity for addressing
these realities and chose a crime narrative because he saw a “recurring kind of crime tragically
linked to the American ‘success’ dream” (Orlov 34). Leonard Cassuto argues that Dreiser’s novel
functions as a “key crossroads between sentimental fiction (a nineteenth-century genre) and the
emerging hard-boiled literature” (196). Indeed, critics often accused Dreiser of sentimentality,
and the novel contains much sentimentalism, just as the pamphlets did, to tell salacious stories
for the point of conversion. However, Dreiser’s novel bridges the gap between these genres for
different purposes, showing how the “laconic, coldly self-interested male individualism which
distinguishes the hard-boiled school has its roots in the female-oriented sentimental values which
crystallized in the previous century,” as well as revealing how social history has changed
perceptions of crime and engendered a new type of criminal (26). This critical work in crime
fiction shows, in Naturalist terms, how social environment, class, upbringing, and institutional
injustice have profound effects upon people’s lives and, specifically, their efforts to change their
social status.
Two film adaptations, Josef von Sternberg's An American Tragedy (1931) and George
Karaganis shows that as Dreiser's ideas concerning naturalism changed as he “took up the burden of saying
something about the nation” (154). He contends that a person's value shifted in Dreiser's work from no longer being
about acquiring wealth or power but from new resonance within the public sphere. Thus, the effect of the newspaper
reports and public nature of the trial shows the “changing status of public and private identity, the intersections of
individual and collective fantasies of community, and the function of the state as an agent in and mediator of those
domains” (154).
1
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Stevens' A Place in the Sun (1951) underscore and further emphasize these changes. Von
Sternberg's version is a transitional early Hollywood crime film that maintains elements of its
naturalistic literary roots and emphasizes Clyde Griffiths, the main character’s, weak-willed
actions both physically and metaphorically. Unlike the naturalist novel’s emphasis upon Clyde’s
psychology, Stevens’ slickly romantic Hollywood film distances the viewer from the protagonist,
explaining his actions through newspaper articles and other characters’ reactions to him. This
adaptation’s conflation of true-crime tropes with a classic Hollywood love story creates an
almost heroic version of Clyde.
Furthermore, the adaptations show how Hollywood dealt with the changing face of crime
before the Hays Code and after. Each film adaptation rearranges the basic plot and reflects period
societal views of crime in the 1930s and 1950s, as well as commenting on how those crimes and
criminals are dealt with and reflecting the basic structure of prevailing true-crime narratives. The
adaptations handily show how a familiar story was reworked as cultural perceptions of the genre,
as well as crime and criminality changed.
In the novel, Dreiser extensively uses the motif of newspaper articles, both as
documentation of characters and events, to give the book a taut realism and fits it into the
tradition of the true-crime narrative. Thus, the novel recreates the era using the “'contemporary
fact of newspapers’ new power as an element in our society” to show how the press can affect
popular opinion, while exploring the socioeconomic climate and class structures. (Orlov 37).
Margy Thomas Horton argues, “The success of the newspaper industry must have been
disturbing evidence of the American phenomenon . . . of reverence for illusion over fact” (164).
Newspapers reached new levels of popularity in the 1920s due to increased circulation. This
included major American newspapers, as well as tabloids like the New York Daily News, which
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offered sensationalistic stories often focusing on scandals, sex, and crime just like true-crime
magazines of the period. While this sensationalism mirrored the nature of a society that was
shifting in behavior, it also developed from an increasing tendency for these papers to “shape the
news – not only to report it – in order to sell themselves by catering to the public’s appetite for
sensation and to serve the interests of those business and political forces controlling the press”
(Orlov 37).
Journalism’s shaping of popular sentiment was nothing new, but it was becoming more
common when Dreiser wrote his novel. As a journalist, he was aware of the power of the news,
how it could create celebrities, and how the popularity of real events would instill the novel with
realism. He warned against the danger of these narratives in misleading people by presenting a
vision of the world as powerful as other social factors, such as poverty and class. Dreiser
depicted the “newspaper industry as one of those tragically deterministic social forces” and
shows that news stories can be very deceptive (Horton 164). While he drew on other crime
narratives in developing An American Tragedy, he saw the novel form as a medium with “greater
potential to tell complex truth and involve readers in active interpretation rather than passive and
unthinking absorption” (167). The novel simultaneously exploits and critiques the conventions of
popular journalism.
Thus, the novel becomes a critique and extrapolation of true-crime narratives, telling a
truth about America seldom found in contemporaneous crime coverage or fiction. Dreiser
followed the Gillette case with much enthusiasm, collecting clippings from it and similar murder
cases. The newspaper articles and letters mirror the real-life facts of the case and give the novel a
verisimilitude that influenced later crime narratives. Facts about the victims and the killers were
commonplace in period narratives, but Dreiser’s exploration of Clyde’s tortured life offers an
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unparalleled look at the social and psychological circumstances surrounding the crime. The novel
relates an account that, while loosely based, follows the major events of the murder. These
articles, along with his journalistic acumen, give Dreiser the opportunity to contextualize the
incomplete accounts that the newspaper reports. These artifacts are familiar to the reader, but
only offer part of the story; including them allows multiple perspectives within the story. Readers
can develop a close relationship with the characters and gain other information from a
supposedly truth-telling source.2
The novel is based on the 1906 murder of Grace Brown by her factory co-worker, Chester
Gillette, and subsequent trial in upstate New York. Gillette was the son of Salvation Army
missionaries, although he never took to the religious life. He left home at fourteen and eventually
worked his way across the United States. He chanced upon a rich uncle who offered him job at a
skirt factory his uncle owned in Cortland, New York in 1905. There he met Grace Brown, the
daughter of a local farmer, and began a sexual relationship with her. When she became pregnant,
she pressured him to marry her, writing many pleading letters. He took her to the Adirondacks,
perhaps promising marriage, where they traveled under assumed names and registered at a hotel.
Since she packed her whole wardrobe, he might have considered taking her to a home for unwed
mothers in upstate New York. They traveled to Big Moose Lake where Gillette rented a rowboat.
He clubbed her with a tennis racket and left her to drown in the lake on July 11, 1906. The
capsized boat and a man's straw hat were recovered with the body on July 14. Gillette did a poor
job of covering up the deed and police arrested him shortly after the body was discovered.
Despite the intrusion of many other discursive voices, Dreiser’s use of intertextual devices and awareness of how
the novel constructs the story draws attention to his authorial voice. The newspapers and other media attempt to take
control, yet Dreiser’s linguistic and textual construction keep him in control of the story’s outcome. The novel is
filled with instances where media is transformed to present Clyde’s story. Mass culture affects Clyde’s life to an
extreme level, but the novel’s restructuring of it makes him the ultimate arbiter. The novel successfully builds on
former crime narratives to create something new, and “reveals both its origins and its originality, both its adherence
to preexisting texts and its persistent invocation of its own textuality” (Strychacz 94).
2
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The trial captured the imagination of the public nationally through major press coverage.
District Attorney George Ward read newspaper reports aloud in court, and buzz grew around a
possible romantic rival from a local prominent family. Gillette gave varying accounts of just
what happened to Brown even suggesting during the trial that she committed suicide because of
the pregnancy, claiming from the witness stand, “she said she was afraid to tell her people, and I
said I would tell her father and save her the necessity of doing so. Then she stood up in the boat
and threw herself over into the lake” (qtd. in “Grace Brown a Suicide” 1). Evidence piled up
against Gillette from the start despite his claims of innocence. His quick departure from the
scene, Brown's injuries, and a “suspiciously buried tennis racket” did not help his case (Merck
1). The confiscated love letters from their romance also compounded his intentions; they were
published and sold outside the courtroom and added to the drama surrounding the trial. Gillette
died in the electric chair in Auburn State Prison on March 30, 1908.
Theodore Dreiser was attracted to the sensationalism surrounding the Grace Brown
murders as a template for discussing perceptions of crime in America and how they were
beginning to change. An American Tragedy takes a high-profile news story and retells it in a
manner that utilizes true-crime narrative techniques and literary tropes, transforming it into
something entirely different, while maintaining familiar plot elements and using historically
relevant information. The novel makes simple character substitutions for real-life people: Chester
Gillette becomes Clyde Griffiths, Grace Brown becomes Roberta Alden, and the possible rival
for Gillette’s affection, Harriet Benedict becomes Sondra Finchley. Despite its labeling as a
novel, An American Tragedy borrows heavily from crime in a way that foreshadows the current
era of true-crime narratives. It was an unexpected bestseller and recaptured the public
imagination just as the story had during the trial. Paul A. Orlov argues that “American fiction

39
through the first two decades of our century continued to maintain misleading moralism and false
idealism sharply at odds with most of the behavior and experiences in the contemporary world it
supposedly described” (34). He claims that the novel's “unsparing honesty as a picture of
American life . . . allows Dreiser to give us a reflection of a historical period and an analysis of
social realities” (33). Ultimately the novel’s play with real fact and subtle fiction, transformed the
tale into one of long-lasting resonance.
The many direct appropriations of articles relating to the Chester Gillette case influenced
both adaptations and helped fashion the circumstances that shape Clyde and how he affects those
circumstances. As Thomas Strychacz points out “Dreiser's extensive borrowings underpin the
determinist logic of the novel insofar as they affirm the relevance of his subject matter and title,
whose claim to represent a typically American experience is sustained by the enduring popularity
of the story in the press” (93). Readers would have been familiar with newspaper articles about
the Gillette case, as well as others like them, so they reinforce the universality and truthfulness of
the narrative through repetition. Strychacz determines that Clyde's “actions, as repetitive
instances of Chester Gillette's murder, are twice plotted and twice written” (93). Moreover, these
instances were repeated more than twice as the newspaper accounts themselves are a reprise of
other murder accounts – not just specific examples like Carlyle Harris in 1893 -- but a reiteration
of the entire pattern of true-crime accounts influences Dreiser's narrative. For Dreiser, “narrative
patterns of repetition and doubling, which silently transform autonomous action into
recapitulations of previous events are fundamental” (93). This repetition between newspaper
sources, the novel, and its film adaptations underscores the sense of fatalism within each text as
the “narrative of Clyde's actions converges with archival material” (93). It reinforces the idea
that his conviction and execution are inevitable no matter the details concerning his innocence or
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actions. Strychacz posits that “Clyde’s ‘self’ is not integral or original, but emerges from a matrix
of superimposed texts . . . constantly being rewritten: as a repetition of the youth in the drowning
at Pass Lake, as a simulacrum of Chester Gillette, and even as a repetition of himself” rewritten
and repurposed through media (94).
In the novel, Clyde’s back-story is more extensive than the small catalog of historical
facts that surround Chester Gillette, and it continually foreshadows his failures. It includes his
experiences growing up under the constraints of religion, his first hotel jobs, and his eventual
flight from justice in St. Louis. To impress Hortense Briggs, Clyde goes along for a ride with
some of his coworkers in a borrowed car and is unwittingly involved in a car accident where a
young girl is killed. Already fate is affecting his life as he runs from the scene after spending
some time helping Hortense escape. His flight leads him to a job at a hotel where he meets his
uncle and begins working at his factory in Lycurgus in various low-level supervisor positions.
There he meets Roberta Alden and begins a relationship with her, even though he is expressly
forbidden to date his employees. While dating Roberta, he becomes infatuated with Sondra
Finchley, the daughter of another factory owner, and the two develop a relationship despite the
protestations of Clyde’s cousin, Gilbert who does not get along with her.
While Chester Gillette’s real circumstances only hinted at this type of affair, the novel
makes it paramount and shows how his fate is preordained. Clyde’s infatuation with Hortense
Briggs prefigures the lengths that he will go to in winning Sondra’s affections and his obsession
with class leads him to make poor choices. When Roberta becomes pregnant, he encourages her
to get an abortion because he does not want to be tied down and wants the opportunity to pursue
Sondra. This commitment leads him to take Roberta on the fateful trip to upstate New York. He
realizes that he must get out of this relationship to marry Sondra, so he makes plans to get rid of
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her in a boating accident. He takes her to Big Bittern Lake, Dreiser’s fictionalized Big Moose
Lake, where he disposes of her in a similar manner to how Gillette disposed of Grace Brown. In
this case, Clyde, although he seems more disposed to planning her murder, accidentally hits her
in the face with his camera, making it into an accident rather than an intentional murder. Gillette
did not cover his tracks, but Clyde’s uncertainty and self-incrimination point to him as the only
possible suspect.
Furthermore, the local law is not above manufacturing evidence although Clyde’s
confused testimony and manner allows the conservative jury to easily find other reasons to
convict him. They have no sympathy because they view him as a city person with loose morals
and convictions. The novel moving the setting to the country shows how more conservative
segments of the nation’s population would still convict him, despite the many pockets of people
that would view him as partially victimized. The rural setting illustrates how society has
ultimately failed him given how the reactionary populace feels.
The tale’s sociological background relies on popular notions of success, including
Dreiser’s personal life experience. Orlov surmises, “despite the fact that a majority of Americans
experienced economic hardship or at least very little of the comforts and privileges created by
the new wealth around the turn of the century, they found encouragement to keep believing in
their chance to enjoy more successful, fulfilling lives” (27). Many poor people believed that
Americans could climb the economic ladder and find wealth through hard work and a little bit of
luck. This outlook was based on the Protestant work ethic and the belief that God’s grace might
affect success in the world, and was “greatly intensified by the developing frontier as well as
rising cities of the nineteenth century [becoming] . . . a crucial element of the national outlook in
and after the gilded age” (27). The notion found popular support in the books of Horatio Alger
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Jr., in which young men and boys found success through hard work. Shaped by this notion of
unlimited possibilities, Orison Swett Marden founded Success magazine in 1897 to capitalize on
this notion of unlimited possibilities for individual prosperity through drive. Dreiser was
involved, contributing, “between 1898 and 1902, many articles based on interviews with rich,
famous men in diverse fields” (27). Dreiser’s early experience as a newspaper writer mirrors that
of Clyde’s early days as a bellhop. Dreiser had the “romantic notion that the professional world
that he was entering as a lowly novice was a center of power, luxury, and wealth of which he
himself could eventually partake” (Horton 165).
However, unlike Clyde, Dreiser quickly grew suspicious of the upper classes and worked
his antipathy into his novels connecting the rich with class disparities. Thus, his novels
incorporate attempts at success that mirror the Alger myths, yet ultimately end in failure. He
knew that although the economic boom after the Civil War led to improvements, it did not
provide many opportunities for social mobility. The rise of corporate capitalistic enterprise led to
an increased concentration of power among fewer people. Capitalists were making money as a
“greatly growing trend toward mergers began creating huge corporate ‘trusts’ monopolizing
business and thus limiting the opportunities for small-scale competition and a broad sharing of
wealth” (Orlov 28). Actually, mass production allowed more people to earn higher wages and
buy cheaper goods, but social mobility was never as assured as many believed. Thus, the masses
could experience many aspects of the success, shifting from more of a producing culture to a
consuming one as the new middle class emerged.
Clyde’s obsession with social success—inspired by Dreiser’s experiences with social
mobility—drives the narrative. Clyde’s attitude and upbringing, rife with social anxiety from the
outset, resembles that of Dreiser, the son of an immigrant who grew up in a poor family and was
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culturally conditioned to “reject these falsified fictive versions of the human condition in
America resulting from a ‘genteel tradition’ . . . that separated thought from everyday, real
experience” (34).3 Dreiser's decision to make Clyde a bellhop instead of a brakeman like Gillette,
allows him more time to dwell on his social status. As Horton contends “Dreiser's changes in the
details of Gillette's story emphasize the gap between classes so that the reader can clearly sense
the nature of Clyde's predicament, how he is pulled upon by opposing forces because he does not
fully belong to either of the two classes that are in such conflict” (171). Clyde strives but, unlike
Dreiser, his weak will and propensity for poor decision making hinder his progress for he
“lacked decidedly that mental clarity and inner directing application that in so many permits
them to sort out from the facts and avenues of life the particular thing or things that make for
their direct advancement" (189). As Orlov claims, Clyde’s attempts reflect another consequence
of the mechanized world, the “plight of the individual in an increasingly lonely, impersonal
world and threats to individual identity posed by excessive materialism as well as absorption in
things” (36). Clyde spends an inordinate amount of time alone, obsessing about his place in
society and determining how he can succeed.
The novel stresses generational divisions between Clyde and conservative rural society
by examining changing views toward sexual morality in post WWI urban society. Clyde and
Roberta Alden, his love interest and the stand-in for Grace Brown, are more accepting of certain
moral ambiguities. His modern, urban views concerning young people’s actions contrast sharply
with the moral conservatism of small town, Lycurgus. Orlov argues that this “further dramatizes
Leonard Cassuto contends that Dreiser “views Clyde as the product of a certain kind of family during a certain
historical period” (198). He writes, the “relation between individual and community changed as the United States
began to modernize, and the family proved an insufficient social support” (199). Clyde's family members are too
distant to have a positive effect on his life as the family structure becomes more fragmented. Many saw poverty as a
“moral flaw, even if it was brought on by environment,” although progressive reformers were on the forefront of
changing such notions (199).
3
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the potentially perilous impact on the society in great transition to ‘modern’ ways by showing
how Clyde’s unworldly, highly religious home background leaves him excessively vulnerable to
the temptations (and apparent promise) of that antithetical, materialistic, hedonistic world that he
discovers with total desire” (37). The novel stresses these divisions to heighten Clyde’s
disconnection from the community and exemplify what many young people were feeling at the
time. The novel moves the penultimate chapters in upstate New York to reflect this divide,
increasing Cortland’s size and placing it in a wealthier and more populated area to “widen the
social and financial distance between Clyde and the Griffithses in order to strengthen the theme
that Clyde’s hopes are illusions” (Pizer 219). Clyde’s trial takes place in a remote, unpopulated
area with conservative farmers as jurors to emphasize the disconnection between Clyde's age
group and the community’s old-fashioned members, and further underscore how he is victim of
an unjust system. Furthermore, it explores another shift in sexual roles. During the end of the
nineteenth century, the “definition of male heroism shifted . . . privileging personal power rather
than contribution to the social welfare” (Cassuto 206). By the time of the progressive era, even
though the newspapers attacked “super-rich models of self-reliant individuality” for being selfinvolved, the “result did not redefine masculine ideals so much as introduce notions of social
justice to the new competitive models of achievement” (206).
Dreiser’s novel provides a tripartite structure that foreshadows the long, complex
structure of later true-crime books, revealing Clyde’s story within a shifting moral framework.
The novel divides the narrative into three sections, each concentrating on specific aspects of
Clyde’s life. Book One covers Clyde’s background and introduces aspects of his development
that stay with him throughout the text. Dreiser’s narrative moves from the city to the country as a
form of progression. Chapter one begins “Dusk – of a summer night. And the tall walls of the

45
commercial heart of an American city of perhaps 400,000 inhabitants – such walls as in time
may linger as a mere fable” (15). Structurally, the narrative invites the reader to observe the
setting and how the characters interact within it, emphasizing the visual elements of place. It
introduces each of the characters in this manner before including the specifics of their lives. As
each section ends, the scene shifts to a different setting that moves the story along and sets the
stage for narrative development. The first book ends with Clyde’s escape from St. Louis, which,
along with his separation from Hortense and the poor state of their relationship, foreshadows the
tragedy that occurs in Book Two. Dreiser structures Clyde's departure through action – the car
accident provides Clyde with an opportunity to leave. Right after the accident, Clyde leaves the
frame by “crawling upon his hands and knees at first in the snow south, south and west, always
toward some of those distant streets . . . if he were not captured, he hoped to hide – to lose
himself and escape – if the fates were only kind” (161). Clyde’s actions and the consequences
remain predicated on this fate.
Book Two—which concerns Clyde’s time in Lycurgus working at his uncle’s factory—
establishes the social foundations for his decision to commit murder. Beginning prior to Clyde’s
arrival in Lycurgus, Book Two opens with a sociological portrait of this “city of twenty-five
thousand inhabitants midway between Utica and Albany” (165). Abruptly breaking from Book
One’s focus upon Clyde’s experiences and perspective, this book emphasizes other characters, as
well as the larger class system, class divisions, and the impact of the upper classes upon the
lower. Clyde is torn between two social worlds, his lowly status in stark contrast to that of such
wealthy relatives and friends as Roberta, Sondra, and Uncle Samuel. Clyde is extremely
deferential to his uncle from the moment they meet, even though his relatives take advantage of
him and treat him with distrust. He starts near the bottom of the business and must advance like
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any other employee, although eventually he secures a better position because of his family ties,
and receives kind treatment from many people in town specifically because of his last name.
The novel comments on the deferential treatment he receives and his chances at success
through his relationship with his cousin, Gilbert. Throughout, the novel discusses the similarity
between the two with the caveat that Clyde is better looking, presenting the cousins as similar
people whose social standing predicts their success. Gilbert tells him that to be in a position of
authority at the factory he cannot date employees because it reflects poorly on the family, a
position that the novel continually reinforces. He claims, “the women who are working here are
going to receive civil treatment always” (256). When Clyde begins dating Roberta he breaks this
rule, but he transgresses further against his cousin when he starts seeing Sondra Finchley who
does not like Gilbert. This suggests that if Clyde was raised in a better situation, he would be
even more successful than his cousin.
Clyde’s machinations eventually lead to Great Bittern Lake where the novel emphasizes
setting as he disposes of Roberta. The novel directly bases her death scene on Grace Brown's
death, yet the novel emphasizes setting more strategically than in reports of the Gillette case. It
traces Clyde's actions in relation to the specifics of the natural world, adding details absent from
newspaper accounts. Just as it provides details of the city, the country landscape is fleshed out:
“and then the next day at noon, Gun Lodge and Big Bittern itself and Clyde climbing down from
the train at Gun Lodge and escorting Roberta to the waiting bus” (519). Clyde seems to be on the
run as he and Roberta rush through the detailed landscape: “Flight the – flight – and let it go at
that . . . How could he have dreamed to better his fortunes by any so wild and brutal a scheme as
this anyhow – to kill and pretend that he and she had drowned” (520). Clyde's detailed plan
seems to leave nothing out as he attempts to avoid people so they cannot identify him or Roberta.
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The complex murder scene incorporates the couple, the lake, and Clyde’s increasingly
confused thoughts, rendering nature and death as a seemingly inevitable intertwining. His
resolution to murder Roberta plays out in a bizarre manner: “Death! Yet no sound and no smoke.
Only – Only – these tall, dark, green pines – spear-shaped and still, with here and there a dead
one – ashen pale in the hard afternoon sun” (526). The caw of a crow, “Kit, kit, kit, Ca-a-a-ah,”
breaks Clyde’s confused thoughts as he carries out his plan (528). The pair move from the water
to the shore and back again as he deliberates: “They would not come to shore again together.
Never! Never!” (529). The final moments of Roberta's life rush by in “verbless fragments much
like the filmic ones of the novel’s opening scene” (Enfield 58). The novel presents Clyde's
actions, whether fully determined or not, in present tense snippets that do not directly implicate
him:
Yet (the camera still unconsciously held tight) pushing at her with so much vehemence as
not only to strike her lips and nose and chin with it, but to throw her back sidewise
toward the left wale which caused the boat to careen to the very water’s edge. And then
he, stirred by her sharp scream, (as much due to the lurch of the boat, as the cut on her
nose and lip), rising and reaching half to assist or recapture her and half to apologize for
the unintended blow—yet in so doing completely capsizing the boat—himself and
Roberta being as instantly thrown into the water. And the left wale of the boat as it
turned, striking Roberta on the head as she sank and then rose for the first time, her
frantic, contorted face turned to Clyde, who by now had righted himself. (Dreiser 531)
The camera serves to link the text even more intimately to the cinema and earlier truecrime narratives. The camera is a symbol for the press that writes these types of stories and that
convict men like Clyde, as well as the film industry that will create narratives based on true
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events. Thus, Clyde’s own camera does him in before the press builds their narrative. Jon Enfield
claims the novel emphasizes the camera’s role in Roberta's death. Roberta tries to take it from
him right before he sends her into the water, and Enfield characterizes it as the “mute object at
the center of Clyde’s inscrutable and perhaps non-existent agency in Roberta’s death” (57).
Clyde uses it as part of his cover story for why he and Roberta are traveling together, and it plays
a pivotal role in her final moments. Thus, the novel foreshadows how the newspapers and media
will treat the case by substituting the camera for Gillette's tennis racket.
The novel’s efforts to take a city boy into increasingly rural areas increases ideological
divides, while reinforcing how each section of the book highlights a different part of Clyde's life
and tracks the progression of his victimization.4 For example, in Book Three, it moves the trial to
Bridgeburg, a “North Woods village and thereby [increasing] sharply the potential for portraying
the narrowness and the pressures for conformity of village morality” (Pizer 220). Furthermore, it
stretches out the trial and emphasizes Clyde's weak will, as well as how circumstances must
convict him no matter the evidence, reinforcing the guilty verdict long before it happens. When
the jury foreman Foster Lund, announces the verdict, it is not surprising as “prejudice and bias
had governed its every step” (794). The novel envisions the courtroom as a film set and the
prosecutor as a movie star “for a more dynamic and electric prosecutor under these particular
circumstances was not to be found . . . Where not the eyes of all the citizens of the United States
on him? . . . It was as if some one had suddenly exclaimed: 'Lights! Camera!” (689). Mandy
Merck, in her account of the development of both film adaptations, Hollywood’s American
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Leonard Cassuto argues that this division is not just between the older generation and the new, but is also linked
with Clyde's personal conflict “between sentimental selflessness and rational self-interest . . . but also one between
male- and female gendered attitudes” (205). He posits that, although Clyde is a logical link between the earlier
sentimental criminal and the hard-boiled murderer, he fails as both, ending up being inept as a criminal because of
his sentimentality.
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Tragedies, contends, “The narrative of his tragedy echoes at least one major film of the period
and his characters' imaginings are influenced by them” (3).5
In Book Three, newspaper articles and personal letters take more precedence as the novel
shifts the focus away from Clyde to the trial, thus copying the process by which the media and
earlier true-crime narratives shifted attention from the subject to their trial. While discussing the
trial, the novel presents factual details through letters and articles in more intricate ways,
adopting a more journalistic style. Paul A. Orlov conjectures that the “exhaustive presentation of
the trial proceedings does not detract from but rather adds to the artistic power of the novel, for it
amplifies the idea of society's subversion of selfhood in a particularly revealing way” (215). An
American Tragedy covers the various ways that the media and fictional outlets had covered
crime. Its inclusion of newspaper articles and personal letters serves another function; it provides
contextual evidence for its examination of how the media affects public perception of crime and
leads to the condemnation of criminals. In Clyde, it creates an amalgamation of the 1920s
criminal, pushed into crime because of the demands of society and class. The press and the
media regularly presented this type of criminal, so readers were quick to catch on. Orlov argues
the “re-creation of Clyde's past history by the legal authorities, the press, and the public
dramatically illuminates society's indifference to and falsification of the meaning of his
individuality” (215).
The novel does not just cover the trial, but draws from an earlier crime literature, the
printed execution sermon, as Clyde struggles with his faith and possible absolution.6 Clyde still
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For example, Erich von Stroheim's Wedding March (1928),
These pamphlets recorded execution sermons as “New England's most respected ministers strove to reach even
larger audiences by rushing their orations into print” (Crosby 6). Increase Mather published The Wicked Man's
Portion in 1675 and “between 1674 and 1825, when the first and last execution sermons appeared, New England
printers produced a substantial corpus of such pamphlets – at least 75 distinct sermons distributed in varying
6
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professes his innocence after the jury finds him guilty and sentences him to execution. The novel
uses this plea to examine the consequences that Clyde will face. In some ways, it is better for
Clyde as he finally stops dwelling on his status even as he returns to the religion that structured
much of his childhood. He still holds on to some vestiges of his former life though and is unable
to confess to his plan to murder Roberta. During this time, Clyde mends his relationship with his
mother, and the novel further condemns the system as the only way she can see her son is if she
speaks to the papers. She is pleased that he maintains his innocence, but frets over whether he
will receive salvation if he is executed. The novel contrasts aspects of the execution sermon
narrative with Clyde's mother's efforts to get him clemency. Clyde's last days are filled with
uncertainty as his mother questions him about his innocence, imploring him, “If there is anything
you have not confessed, you must confess it before you go” (864). In the end, Clyde does accept
God but never with the surety presented in the tradition of these earlier sermons.
Like the early pamphlets that chronicled the religious thoughts of prisoners before
execution, the novel spends an inordinate amount of time focusing on Clyde’s spiritual condition.
In this way, it uniquely draws on a much earlier form of true-crime narrative, while positioning
Clyde's dilemma as an updated version of an ages old problem, how modern society handles the
problem of salvation and the redemption of criminals. In her examination of early crime
narratives, Sara Crosby argues that pamphlets and early crime writing “demonstrates one of the
more unusual and influential conventions of the execution sermon: sympathy for the
condemned” (7). In fact, the novel uses this trope to prioritize how crime narratives remained in
flux, surrounding Clyde with characters such as Pasquale who “mumbled prayers, the click of the
combinations with other texts” (6).
These pamphlets became bestsellers through multiple editions and reprints. They influenced murder ballads are still
in print. These sermons were commonly directed at youthful transgressions that directly relate to Clyde's situation,
including “disobeying parents, hanging out with the wrong crowd, and committing sexual 'uncleanness'” (6).
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beads of a rosary on which he was numbering countless Our Fathers and Hail Marys” (828).
Reverend Duncan McMillan works tirelessly to get a confession from Clyde to save him. Clyde
is “arrested by the man's faith – whether at once or not at all – ever – he could come to put the
reliance in it that this man plainly did” (840). Early execution sermons did not rely on just
creating an egalitarian connection between readers and the condemned. Instead, they bolstered
“theocratic hierarchy” again reaffirming the ruling class’s power over Clyde as his salvation must
depend on their guidance (Crosby 7).
Clyde’s spiritual condition and his acceptance of guidance become interrelated as he
approaches his death. The novel’s treatment of the prisoner in his final days resembles that of
Chester Gillette.7 Clyde, asking questions, tries to understand McMillan's faith: “What did it all
mean? Was there a God? How did he interfere with the affairs of men as Mr. McMillan was now
contending?” (843). Gillette, on the other hand, seemed surer of his faith, reflecting in his diary,
“God has raised up so many friends in such unexpected places” (qtd. in Sherman and Brandon
106).8 Their mother’s strength amazes both men. Gillette writes, “She has god to sustain her in
this as in her every day affairs. If I only had her spirit” (107). Reverend McMillan is closely
based on Gillette's spiritual advisor, Henry MacIlravy, who had an even closer relationship with
his charge. In Gillette's diary and letters, he seems prepared for his execution compared to the
novel, which is more concerned with attempts at clemency. Clyde cannot escape his own
thoughts: “Condemned to die! And this was the end as to Sondra. He could feel it. Farewell”
(849). McMillan, concerned Clyde is shirking their guidance, attempts to get him to confess his
According to Leonard Cassuto, Dreiser “found himself unsatisfied with the scene of Clyde's execution at the end of
the novel. In search of the specificity that fuels all his writing, he sought to observe an actual death row at Ossining
('Sing-Sing') State Prison in New York” (196). Future hardboiled writer, James M. Cain, who was a journalist at the
New York World, arranged this visit on behalf of Dreiser's good friend H.L. Mencken.
7
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Dreiser used Gillette’s letters when he was writing the novel and was not aware of the diary.
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sins so that he can receive absolution. He asks, “You did not want to go to her rescue? . . . You
felt no sorrow? No shame?” (854). Clyde's replies are wishy-washy, yet he confesses that he
wanted to get away from Roberta and was too scared to save her. McMillan exclaims, “My son!
My son! In your heart was murder then” (854).
The novel focuses on Clyde's claims of innocence and his inability to repent fully to
reinforce divisions between his class and generation and those who are convicting him. Clyde's
vacillations sharpen understanding of problems with the system and show that even he struggles
with the notion that his guilt has always been evident. In anguish, he feels “even in the face of all
the facts and as much as everyone felt him to be guilty, there was something so deep within him
that seemed to cry out against that, even now, at times it startled him” (857). Despite his guilt or
innocence, the trial had one predetermined conclusion because of the jurors and prosecution.
Clyde never entirely confesses to the crime or finds absolution as easily. His guilt is
predetermined, and he never fully repents because he is never sure of his guilt as others make
their case against him. Although the court determines to find out the truth, in this case Clyde's
guilt is important above all other considerations.
While the novel includes many newspaper articles and portions of letters, it does not
allow a clear view into Clyde's mind near the end. Instead, his counsel and the court arbitrate any
questions and concerns. Gillette maintained his innocence but ultimately turned to god, writing
“one reason why I waited and wanted to be sure, before acting for Christ, was that I wasn't acting
on impulse, as I usually do” (qtd. in Sherman and Brandon 135). In just one line of his diary,
Gillette speaks to the impulsive nature of his character, while conveying his personal growth. On
the other hand, the novel ensures that Clyde appear a victim of circumstance with little agency
relying on select conventions of the execution sermon, chronicling the days before his execution,
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but never offering the expected conclusion of those narratives. Gillette's real-life diary does offer
that resolution because it offers firsthand commentary on his experiences. If the diary is a true
reflection on his feelings, he is well prepared for his fate unlike Clyde who never finds
absolution.
Clyde's final days are a telling instance of how the novel imbues characters with realistic
details that add to believability. Unlike Gillette's final moments of acceptance which show his
ease in life, Clyde's final address is imbued with a literary, naturalistic realism that seems forced;
he attests his faith and McMillan oversees it, even changing words, to influence other young men
to “know the joy and pleasure of a Christian life” and emphasize the idea that “crime does not
pay,” and there must be redemption (868). Clyde's final responses are coached, but he still rebels
against measures to contain him even as he is pushed toward the electric chair and takes the final
steps “through the door which was now open – to receive him – but which was as quickly closed
again on all the earthly life he had ever known” (870). These details make a difference in the
perception of these characters; they become real through naturalistic specifics and as scenes shift
the novel reinforces this reality.
The final scene of the novel recalls that of the first book and reinforces the deterministic
slant of the narrative. It is dusk again in the heart of another American city, San Francisco, and
Clyde's family is preaching on the street. The scene has very similar language to the opening to
convey that this struggle is far from over, that the class differences continue, and that
expectations for the American Dream are futile. As Gregory Phipps succinctly puts it, “the novel
provides a picture of a kinetic and unstable relationship between the individual and society,
undercutting predominant national narratives (especially the American Dream narrative) that
represent this relationship as both benevolent and stable” (215). Each section of the book
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reinforces this pattern, and by continuing the same narrative using other characters in his family,
specifically his sister's son, Russell, shows how detrimental it can be when society continues to
value this type of success.
In this case, the family is being literally, if not metaphorically, passed by, their values
forgotten as the country changes. Clyde was unable to achieve success as “his problem is not that
he is a cold- blooded opportunist trying to live the American Dream, but rather that he is not
cold-blooded or opportunistic enough to fulfill the American Dream” (Phipps 231). His mother
tries to prepare Russell, deciding that “she must be kind to him, more liberal with him, not
restrain him too much as maybe, maybe, she had” with Clyde (874). This may be impossible, as
he will have as insurmountable of a task if he follows a similar path toward success. His fate is
uncertain though as, yet again, characters leave. In fact, they leave him behind when he goes to
get ice cream entering the “yellow, unprepossessing door” and disappearing just as the family
had in the opening chapter (874).
The popular reception and narrative experimentation of Dreiser's novel made it an
exemplary text for adaptation, despite its indictment of American hypocrisy and the American
Dream. Yet it went through a difficult process before the story made it to the screen. Dreiser had
borrowed heavily from many sources, so when he later issued an “injunction against the
distribution of [Joseph] von Sternberg's version, Paramount replied by claiming that he had
plagiarized significant elements of his novel from newspaper accounts of the Gillette-Brown
trial” (Merck 4). Ironically, as this shows, interest in his novel’s adaptation stems from the very
impulses and conditions that led him to originally write it. E. Carples claimed in Motion Picture
Magazine, “this wealth has come to Dreiser after pioneering as a realist in which time he has
been hailed, reviled and suppressed, only to win a wholesale popular acclaim at last by his
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gloomiest tragedy of all” (qtd. in Merck 1). A stage adaptation enjoyed some success on
Broadway in 1924, but Dreiser was “warned that the Hays Office would never permit its
filming” (2).
Dreiser's dislike for von Sternberg's adaptation likely stems from its straightforward
narrative that takes out many of the sociological plot elements in favor of a basic morality play.
The film is more closely based on Kearney's stage drama, which portrays Clyde in a more
sympathetic manner. Dreiser approved the play, and it contains elements that reinforce Clyde's
poverty and his love for Sondra, while also showing his weak will and ability to fall into
temptation. Dreiser did not want von Sternberg from the outset, claiming, “I don't think he has
the basic honesty of approach this subject absolutely requires, that he has the sympathy, the
tolerance, the understanding that the story cries for” (qtd. in Merck 77). In a sense, Dreiser
thought that von Sternberg was going to bring an expressionist feel to the story, although the
final version falls clearly in line with many contemporaneous Hollywood productions. German
Expressionism influenced von Sternberg’s silent films, and he used similar hyperbolic imagery
and exaggerated cinematography.9 As von Sternberg transitioned from German cinema to
Hollywood, he maintained elements of expressionism that are at odds with naturalism, which
“involved a rejection of not only of much that was associated with the wartime status quo, but
also of an aesthetic that supported the familiar world, the naturalist assumption that the ‘real’
world could be conventionally depicted” (Tellotte 15). Neither Dreiser nor Selznick thought that
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J.P. Tellotte argues that Cinematic Expressionism borrowed from the theatre and graphic arts, incorporating
practices like
“stylised sets, exaggerated acting, distortions of space, heavy use of shadows . . . as well as specifically filmic
techniques
like low-key lighting, dutch angles and composition in depth, to create a vision that pointedly challenges the
authority of
classical representation” (16).
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von Sternberg, using such techniques, would be able to capture sympathy for Clyde and instead
would portray him as an uncaring cad. Oddly enough, Paramount executive, Albert Persoff
blamed the script's fidelity to “Dreiser's story for the negative portrayal of Clyde” believing that
the audience will be in the same position as those in the courtroom in their opinions regarding his
innocence (77).10
Von Sternberg's 1931 film ignores many of the plot devices that made the novel
successful, opting to distance the viewer narratively and visually from Clyde (Phillips Holmes).
The film also presents other media, such as newspapers, in a way that reifies the true-crime
elements of the novel. The novel had attracted filmmakers because of its narrative structure, its
representation of a crime that the public remembered, and its ability to satisfy public interest in
crime. The film eschews Dreiser's naturalistic approach to include a protagonist that is not
primarily a product of the system but his own weak will. The film validates the prevailing idea
that “crime does not pay,” but presents a more conservative view of crime as Griffiths seems
unrepentant in his murder and must find salvation because he is deeply flawed. The film often
follows the narrative that Dreiser set up, yet has a brisk pace, so there is not much room for
character development.11 The film presents Clyde as an unlikeable cad, much as Dreiser feared,
and if the script did not necessarily rewrite the story as Dreiser and executives were expecting, it
presented a very different picture of Clyde and his crimes that validated Clyde’s weakness and
made the narrative a morality play.
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Dreiser was unhappy with the script's coverage of the trial and its aftermath and sought to make it correspond
more closely with his novel, writing that the film would “give the impression that the novel on which it is based is
nothing short of a cheap, tawdry, tabloid confession story which entirely lacks the scope, emotion, action and
psychology of the book involved” and recommended that he travel to Hollywood to help them make the movie a
financial and artistic success like the play (qtd. in Merck 79).
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This is a natural circumstance of condensing a nearly 1000-page novel into 96 minutes.
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From his first appearance, the film emphasizes the wholesomeness of Clyde’s looks in
contrast to his attitude. A framing title sets the stage in “Kansas City, in the lobby of the GreenDavison Hotel” where Clyde first appears in a group of well-dressed bellhops. He takes a mother
and a daughter’s luggage to their rooms, and the daughter waits at the door so that he will brush
by her and tips him generously, telling her mother “Didn’t you notice what a fine face he has.”
Presenting Clyde this way “accords with its reversal of gender conventions . . . [as he] is
presented as an object of erotic spectatorship and appropriation by the young hotel guest” (Merck
88). The film never gives Clyde any real authority, as he is feminized and physically controlled.12
His only agency involves his efforts to better himself, which lines up with aspects of the novel
yet distances Clyde from the everyman role in which he would appear as wholly a product of his
environment and victim of the legal system. For Clyde is martyred by the very system that
purports to help him, partially because of his vanity. The film often connects Clyde’s appearance
to his societal prospects and establishes Clyde’s perpetual obsession with improving his social
status.
Indeed, the film removes Clyde from the deterministic, naturalistic narrative, and he
becomes responsible for his own actions. He does nothing to suggest that he wants anything but
to selfishly use those around him. Tellingly, unlike the novel, the car accident scene rushes by
and it appears the police might catch Clyde. The car hits a child before turning the corner and
Cassuto writes that Clyde, in the novel, “may be usefully understood in terms of a nineteenth-century opposition
between the masculine standards of the 'Christian Gentleman' (values an American boy would learn primarily from
his mother and the 'Masculine Achiever' (instruction at which fell mainly to the boy's father)” (205). Clyde does not
have the latter role model, and thus the novel feminizes him, but by the time of the first adaptation, these models
were beginning to change even though his inability to pursue a successful career, or an attractive female, reveals that
this thinking still held sway. Cassuto writes, after Michael Kimmel, that the pattern of an “aggressive male meant to
pursue passive female – registers some fundamental changes in American masculinity that took hold during the finde-siecle period” (206). Kimmel conjectures that “at the turn of the century, manhood was replaced gradually by the
term masculinity, which referred to a set of behavioral traits and attitudes that were contrasted now with a new
opposite, femininity” (89). Thus, the new conception of masculinity “had to be constantly demonstrated,” or the man
might be perceived as feminine (89).
12
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crashing into a building. While the novel focuses on Clyde’s relationship with Hortense Briggs
and his efforts to extricate them both from the car, here he emerges quickly with the other
passengers. Clyde runs back to the Star of Hope mission, and as he packs to leave town, there is
a shot of a Madonna and Child on the wall as Mrs. Griffiths (Lucille LaVerne) grabs him by the
shoulder and asks him why he did not find out the child’s condition. He displays his insecurities
as he tells his mother, “I didn’t want to go out with them tonight, but they’re the only friends I’ve
got.” His protests do not soften Clyde’s character, nor do they remove the doe-eyed facility of
Holmes’ performance. Indeed, they show Clyde's inability to control his life and his suffering but
do not allay his appearance as cold and somewhat calculating.
The first meeting between Clyde and Roberta Alden (Sylvia Sidney) reinforces Clyde’s
distance from the audience and the other characters, foreshadowing the nature of their
relationship. The camera distances Clyde by filming him from behind as he looks out a window
and must turn around to meet her. The two are in a similar social situation; she tells him that she
is from a farm upstate and rents a room in Lycurgus. He replies that he lives in town by himself
and offers to show her how work is done at the factory. He escorts her to the cloakroom and she
gazes at him, but his returned glance is furtive. The positioning of Clyde as the distanced one and
Roberta's continual deference stresses that these two will never have a chance in society or
otherwise. His evasive glance demonstrates that he should not pursue a relationship with her,
despite the warnings of relatives, yet he will anyway. Clyde decides that they should forget about
the factory rule that prevents him from socializing with her. Even in these moments, someone
must point out their social differences, at least in the eyes of their employer. Roberta points out
how different he is at work and that he has plenty of opportunity to meet girls in his own social
class.
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Clyde's attention soon entirely shifts to Sondra Finchley (Frances Dee), but this
relationship only reinforces Clyde’s indecision and irresponsibility, while prioritizing the story’s
naturalism. Their relationship starts at Roberta’s expense as she implores him to help with her
pregnancy and marry her. He promises to do so but looks away from the camera as she hugs him.
By continually showing him with his back to the camera, the film reiterates that he is coldblooded and holds no positive intentions toward her. The film specifically distances the audience
from Clyde, which removes the character from a naturalistic framework; he never seems truthful
with anyone or himself about his intentions. In this way, the von Sternberg film subverts the
naturalistic tendencies of the story, as the character’s disavowal of his actions is less society’s
fault and more his own lack of concern. He becomes a murderer, although his decisions never
entirely seem his own but appear to be fate intervening or his inability to control his own life.
While the novel discusses Clyde’s thoughts and feelings and clearly shows how society rejects
him, the film passes moral judgement on Clyde’s denial, prioritizing his own faults over
society’s. He wants Sondra but never knows how to deal with Roberta, even as he and Sondra
discuss marriage plans.
Clyde’s plan to rid himself of Roberta and marry Sondra is based on newspaper reports,
but does not provide as much realistic detail as the novel, focusing more on his secrecy in
developing his plan. The newspaper's description of “an upturned canoe and two hats found
floating” has an immediate impact on Clyde's formulations, dissolving into the imagined scene
before shifting back to Clyde looking up from the page. He is then viewed through palm fronds
in the Lycurgus Hotel as he collects travel brochures. The film prioritizes this gazing on Clyde as
he secretively acts out his plan, thus distancing the audience even more from him as he makes
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poor, yet increasingly calculated, decisions. A dissolve shows Clyde studying a map in his room
before another one conflates the map with a dock on a lake where he and Roberta are in a boat.
The situation in the boat, reminiscent of the novel, finds the couple in a lover's spat that
soon turns deadly because of Clyde’s moral fluctuations. Whereas the novel discussed his
moralistic quandary in deterministic terms, the film opts for close-up shots of Clyde's face,
which gives the scene a religious resonance like the killer's vacillations in true-crime pamphlets.
When Roberta asks what is wrong, he responds, “It's nothing now. I'm alright. Just leave me
alone. I brought you up here to drown you, but I'm not going to do it now. Just stay where you
are. I'll marry you – I'll go through with it.” She confusedly attempts to reach for him, and he
again pulls away from her as if he cannot stand her touch; this adds to Clyde's appearance as
coldblooded and calculated, although it also suggests his lack of self-control. A cut to a long shot
shows him beginning to stand up in the boat as Roberta grabs onto him and warns, “Look out!
You'll upset the boat!” The boat overturns and a distant shot shows two figures struggling to the
surface of the lake. Clyde swims away at first, but then makes to return to help her. He swims
away as she struggles and surfaces for a third time. A long shot shows the overturned boat with a
tell-tale straw hat floating beside it. Clyde had packed an extra one to make it appear like the
newspaper story he had read.
Newspaper reports orchestrate Clyde's capture as the police catch him and he goes on
trial, and his family deliberates on how they will help him. As Clyde's aunt and cousin read from
the newspaper, his uncle states that he will pay for the defense “to the limits of the law – but no
more than that . . . If the boy's guilty, he'll take the consequences.” Since he is family, his uncle
feels responsible, yet Clyde’s lower-class status prevents him from taking an active role. Earlier
he claimed that Clyde did not expect much from the family, just employment and not to join their
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social sphere. Here he reiterates the class division and refuses any real responsibility for his
nephew. Clyde’s poor upbringing already intimate his guilt. A dissolve switches to the Star of
Hope Mission and Clyde's mother also reading a newspaper. Her experience with the press is
more intrusive just like her son's, as they barge in, question her, and take pictures. In sharp
contrast to the richer Griffiths, the press controls and bullies his mother. Indeed, the trial receives
a maximum amount of press and the courtroom becomes a circus, mirroring the drama of
Gillette’s trial more than that of the novel. Vendors hawk goods outside, including collections of
Roberta's letters, recalling the selling of pamphlets in earlier days. The press serves a similar role
in the film as it does in the novel; its intrusion palpably controls the tone of the trial and how the
participants react.
The defense’s tactics mesh with how Dreiser portrayed him in the novel, particularly in
how it attempts to remove his blame, but only add to his complicity as the prosecution builds
their case on Roberta’s good character. Clyde’s defense team, Belknap (Emmett Corrigan) and
Jephson (Charles B. Middleton) portray him as a “mental as well as a moral coward,” insisting
that he never intended to strike Roberta, although Clyde’s actions in court do little to help.
District Attorney Mason (Irving Pichel) lays out the prosecution’s case, while eulogizing and
praising Roberta. The many close-ups of Clyde note a different visual approach to the character,
countering how he was filmed from the back and in point of view, and reinforcing how he
remains a victim of his own vacillations and can only watch hopelessly as the court decides his
fate. The district attorney paints a stark picture of Roberta as “good enough to betray but not
good enough to marry” as a cut reveals her anguished parents. His face is a mask of emotion as
he tells Clyde's story in a sordid light, mentioning Roberta's pregnancy and Clyde's attraction to
Sondra before blaming him for the murder. In the novel, many forces conspire to make him a
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victim, but he is still ultimately responsible for Roberta's death. In the film, these forces are not
clearly articulated and Clyde shifts between weak-willed and calculating. The court is already
prepared to believe he is guilty and capable of the crime and the proposed plan of defense does
not change their minds. Belknap reveals the defense's position, arguing that Clyde’s fear of
disappointing his relatives and the so-called Miss X was responsible for his not reporting the
drowning. Jephson focuses on Clyde's relationship with Roberta, calling it an “evil relationship”
before shifting attention to the aforementioned Miss X. He asks Clyde what his plans were with
Roberta before Miss X appeared. He weakly answers, “I never had any real plan to do anything”
and claims that he did not offer her a promise of marriage, but just wanted to help her out of the
pregnancy. Clyde stands up, filling with emotion under the barrage of questions and claims, “The
next thing I knew the boat was overturned and we were in the water.” Mason starts his crossexamination and has the boat in question carried into the courtroom before asking Clyde to go
over the accident in detail. He makes him get in the boat and reenact what happened. When
Clyde is asked about his expenditures on the trip, his alibi falls apart.
After the jury convicts Clyde of first-degree murder, the film shifts its focus to salvation,
recalling execution narratives. Once they sentence him, his mother demands the truth and he
claims he is innocent. The film ends with another scene that accurately represents Dreiser's
ending, as well as the basic execution sermon narrative, where Mrs. Griffiths is visiting Clyde on
death row. They hug through the bars and he tells her that he is sorry for making her life
miserable. She claims she will prove his innocence, and he replies, “But I'm not . . . really. I
didn't kill Roberta, but when she fell in the water I could have saved her . . . I swam away,
because in my heart I wanted her to die.” She insists that it is not his fault because “we brought
you up among ugly, evil surroundings, and while we were trying to save the souls of others, we
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were letting you go astray.” She also tells him to face his punishment without fear, as “somehow,
somewhere, you'll be given the right start.” He hugs her and turns away, yet again distancing
himself from the audience and from complicity as the film ends.13
For the most part, von Sternberg’s film adaptation shows how mass media and cultural
expectations have affected Clyde’s life at the surface level without providing the narrative
introspection of the novel. Von Sternberg’s use of textual devices gives the media a greater power
at a superficial level, but does not account for how deeply their machinations affect the outcome
and development of Clyde’s life. As Merck contends, he is “both a cause and a victim of the
film’s events, looking into the future through the map, but failing to see destiny coming up
behind him time and time again” (101). The director downplays the sociological factors that
determine Clyde’s fate, including the media’s role, but that does not make him less morally
culpable than the other characters. No one is innocent when the film ends, but Clyde seems
responsible, if for nothing else then that he failed to see what was coming. Clyde never reaches
the full dimensions that the audience generally expects from a lead character in other period
crime cinema as will be discussed with Mervyn LeRoy’s Little Caesar (1930) in chapter two.
Moreover, he never appears to be a representation of the real-life Chester Gillette. While the film
scatters news stories throughout, they seem like an afterthought, a weak simulacrum, of the realworld events that influenced them.
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The film received a mixed critical reception with major reviews commenting on its fidelity to the novel, and von
Sternberg’s use of dated transitions. Mordaunt Hall, writing for The New York Times, offered a particularly mixed
reading. He writes, “It seems a pity that the producers did not capture more of the author's analysis of the characters
instead of merely using paragraphs from the book and trusting to the snatches of dialogue to give effective
characterization and motivation” (The Screen”). He posits that “Sternberg had a wonderful opportunity to make the
most of sound and photography in the scenes in which Griffiths thinks up the idea of drowning Roberta, but he
contents himself with presenting them in a somewhat stereotyped pictorial fashion, frequently turning to presses
pouring out newspapers in order to emphasize his action.” Hall argues that he spends too much time on certain parts,
while skipping “over parts that would benefit by more footage” (“The Screen”).
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The studio wanted a sympathetic hero, but too many factors stood in the way. Dreiser’s
narrative was hard to adapt, and the public, by the time of the film’s release, had certain
expectations for crime narratives. The studio had different ones; they tried to appease the
MPPDA’s request for a clear moral lesson and grappled with Dreiser’s desire to keep the novel’s
beginning and ending. The film does not provide the moral certainty Paramount wanted, even
though the film attempts to cover the sociological issues from the novel. As a true-crime
adaptation, the film is at times salacious and at other times very true to form. The courtroom
scenes dramatically underscore the tragedy and provide the most compelling evidence of Clyde’s
personality. The film neglects insight into his character to fit in more indispensable plot points.
As true-crime narratives shifted from surface level explorations to psychological examinations,
film eventually followed suit. In this case, the psychological aspects of the novel where not
replicated. Instead, the film distances the viewer from Clyde. The final scenes capture the feel of
an execution sermon, and pay greater attention to Clyde’s thoughts. The film does not synthesize
the different forms of true-crime narratives that Dreiser utilized, but instead presents a
straightforward crime narrative that satisfied executives, while underwhelming audiences.
Joseph von Sternberg's adaptation is an early Hollywood crime film that is unable to
mitigate its naturalistic background and instead puts the onus more squarely on Clyde's shoulders
by reiterating his weaknesses and distancing him from the viewer in frame and through other
media. Von Sternberg undercuts the naturalism of the novel through this distance; even though
the technique could possibly show that Clyde's death is ultimately society's responsibility, the
cold and uncaring reactions of Clyde and his inability to reconcile his choices until he is in court,
reconfigures the blame and leads the audience to reject him. The film uses period crime tropes
and builds off Dreiser's narratives by including scenes that reiterate the early true-crime
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execution narratives, while refreshing the audience about the enormity of Chester Gillette's
crime. However, it does little to suggest that Clyde should be rehabilitated, leaving the viewer to
feel vindicated that Clyde will be executed. The film was not well received, but kept the
narrative fresh in the minds of the public. It would be revisited in a film that anticipated the
reactions its viewers and was more firmly rooted in its own period’s conception of popular crime
narrative.
George Stevens’ 1951 A Place in the Sun14 had a very different reception and still holds a
place of higher esteem, while offering a contemporaneous representation of the crime narrative
and presenting the Clyde character as more sympathetic.15 Starring Montgomery Clift as George
Eastman (Clyde Griffiths), Elizabeth Taylor as Angela Vickers (Sondra Finchley), and Shelley
Winters as Alice Tripp (Roberta Alden) and also released by Paramount Pictures, the film was
more successful. It won six Academy Awards and the first Golden Globe Award for Best Motion
Picture -- Drama. Furthermore, the production of the film ran into far fewer problems. Dreiser
had died in 1945, and Hollywood was far different in the 1950s than it had been in the late
1920s. George Stevens underlined and annotated passages that refer to Clyde’s desires and how
he appears, seeing the film as a potential vehicle for creating a new male star in Montgomery
11

The film remained untitled until just before filming and Stevens had thought of a number possibilities, including
“Now and Forever, The Lovers, and the working title of the script stage, A Modern Story” (Merck 118). The story
goes that the director was unsatisfied with this title and offered the customary award of 100 dollars for the right
suggestion. Ivan Moffat, Stevens’ longtime assistant producer, won, explaining that he had fallen asleep in his office
and woke up remembering a phrase the Kaiser using to justify his country’s empire building: “Germany needed its
place in the sun” (qtd. in Merck 118). This story seems apocryphal, but the decision led to important changes in the
script.
Ivan Moffat wrote in a note on May 10 that the film was about movement “away from decay and towards the
bright future, the place in the sun” (qtd in Merck 111). This direction positions the film in a far different place than
the novel. The addition of rhetoric pertaining to light and dark, even if the novel uses it to make the audience
identify with Clyde, creates a false binary far different from what occurs in the novel. The movement may have been
away from decay and towards beauty and light, but the shifting of ideas in these film treatments included minor
details that often did not mirror the novel. Moffat called for more references to the protagonist’s past because it
would have allowed the viewer to identify with him, as well as for the “use of subjective voice to dramatize the
reasoning that takes him to the lake” (114)
12
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Clift. Indeed, Hollywood’s 1950s romanticism led to the creation of new romantic leads and
changed the character of Clyde into a seeming play on the tragic hero archetype. In this light,
Clyde's ambitions do not appear as selfish but just the role he needs to play to face his
challenges. However, his desires and actions never wholly make up for his crimes. In contrast to
von Sternberg's protagonist, his struggles paint him in a more positive light and with the addition
of a more clearly defined romantic subtext that does not undermine Clyde and switches his
priorities to place him in a much better position.
By the film’s release, basic genre stories and conventions were clearly codified in the
eyes of the public who expected a certain type of story and casting when watching a crime film
or a romance. As David Bordwell points out, the “stylistic conventions of Hollywood narration,
ranging from shot composition to sound mixing, are intuitively recognizable to most viewers.
This is because the style deploys a limited number of devices,” including continuity editing, to
create a seamless narrative that was well established in Hollywood studio films by the 1950s
(163). During that decade, filmgoers were attending movies to experience expected narrative
conventions, even as certain narratives flouted these rules. However, Bordwell argues that
continuity editing “makes the classical style, for all its 'rules,' not a formula or a recipe but a
historically constrained set of more or less likely options” (164). He contends, “Each film will
recombine familiar devices within fairly predictable patterns and according to the demands of the
syuzhet,” the Russian formalist term that closely relates to the plot, and how it relates to the
fabula, or story that the viewer constructs (164). Typically, concrete cues from the film lead the
audience to make correct assumptions based on their knowledge of Hollywood norms. Moreover,
films introduce characters in “typical behavior, while the star system reaffirms first impressions,”
especially in canonical Hollywood films like A Place in the Sun (165). Thus, casting is
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important to the portrayal of character types. In this way, Montgomery Clift reinforces
expectations that the film will contain a love story, and that he will undoubtedly be heroic, even
if he becomes a tragic hero.
Stevens' film plays with many textual elements, while not relying on the direct
relationship between the case and the news media like von Sternberg’s. The film continually
recalls the interconnectedness of film and narrative (fact and fiction) through other devices,
sometimes relying on inside jokes from the director’s life.16 The press and film immortalize
George and his crime, and he is remembered through analyses of the case and others like it. It
will be forever repeated in different iterations in fiction and in life just like romances. This is the
parlance of true-crime narrative. His case has been lifted from that of Chester Gillette, yet when
Dreiser wrote his novel and when others adapted it, each borrowed from other true-crime
narratives. Hollywood has taken the story of Chester Gillette and Clyde Griffiths and
romanticized it so that it becomes familiar to audiences. Audiences can identify with the love
story as George has his “place in the sun” defined by the performance of Clift and his story
becomes more transcendent via the possible love of Taylor.
Steven’s Eastman is different from von Sternberg’s Clyde due to Clift’s star power as an
early “method actor”, the way he is presented by the camera, and the way he relates to the other
characters. He is more gregarious, generally better liked, and opportunities come easier for him
than in von Sternberg or Dreiser, and he can develop and maintain better relationships with
female characters, despite his social position. Steven Cohan builds on Joan Mellen's contention
that “fifties Hollywood Cinema interiorized social dissent to focus instead on male sexuality”
16

On the town's movie theater, the marquee shows the title Now and Forever, a film that the poster reveals is written
and directed by Ivan Moffat. The title of this mock film was one of the alternate titles under consideration instead of
A Place in the Sun, and is similarly ambiguous in intent, suggesting various meanings and directions for the film,
most of which cannot reach fruition.
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(229). Mellen contends that Clift, among others, “played characters so intriguing that they
beguiled us into forgetting the nature of the times, suggesting that the grey oppressiveness was
but an external surface condition . . . [as] screen males of the thirties, from Gable to Flynn,
distracted out-of-work audiences from their troubles and that real emasculation caused by the
inability to function imposed by the Depression” (192).17 In this sense, fifties Hollywood
commented on loss of individual freedom, presenting “men capable of forging exciting lives,
personalities larger than life and far grander than the audience male could be” (192). As Cohan
argues, despite George's obvious love for Angela, his primary focus is to transcend his social
class.18 Thus, he is much like Clyde is in the novel as he always strives for advancement,
although Dreiser’s character never seems to be as comfortable around women. The film never
entirely strips away the social factors, but 50s Hollywood subsumes them into a love triangle,
never leaving entirely in their “place a romance in which cinematic style replaces social content”
(Cohan 229). The choice of cast practically guarantees this dynamic.
In fact, the film privileges this love triangle from the outset, casting Eastman as a largerthan-life figure who invites acceptance, while portraying other characters in a light that supports
this. In the opening scene, he faces away, but as the credits dissolve, he turns towards the camera.
His handsomely rugged face and rebellious attire, a leather jacket and jeans, are in sharp contrast
to that of Clyde in the original film. Even his honest gaze is more inviting than Clyde’s blank
enigmatic expression.

See Eric Hynes' “An American Tragedy: Montgomery Clift,” Amy Lawrence's The Passion of Montgomery Clift,
Graham McCann's Rebel Males: Clift, Brando, and Dean for examples.
17
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Cohan argues that Clift's dress not only marks him as a member of the working class, but because he is wearing
the “trademark rebel uniform” the director also positions him as a “'poseur' exciting the intense desire of his fans,
male and female” (229). By doing so, Clift becomes a male star and transcends his position as a deterministic
character.
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Here the film introduces his uncle's bathing suit company and instills the social importance of his
family name as his gaze falls upon a billboard that claims “It’s an Eastman” on which a brunette
in a bathing suit is displayed. A Cadillac driven by another brunette, Angela Vickers, speeds past
him with a honk. Steve Cohan remarks, “Her expensive convertible predicts how the film’s entire
mise-en-scene supplies George with a landscape of sexual desire that overwhelms his social
ambition” (230). He then sees an old junk filled pickup truck waiting for him and climbs into the
front seat. His sexual desire is denied, and he settles for neither woman, Angela, nor the idealized
woman on the billboard, which mirrors his role in the love triangle.
George's social ambition is always part of his decision-making, but here the film connects
it more intimately to the love triangle. The film’s love triangle is inverted as George can “either
do the right thing [by Alice], forsaking Angela and forfeiting his place in the sun, or find some
way of getting Alice out of the picture” (229). Cohan writes, regarding Elizabeth Taylor, that
Clift's gaze is a “means of inscribing a traditional heterosexual male position of desire fixated on
a spectacular female object” (232). However, once “George declares his love for her . . . their
closeups become perfectly symmetrical in size, and one beautiful, similarly featured face
becomes almost indistinguishable from the other” (232). George, then, is often the passive object
of desire, the one to whom others react. That his choices seem predetermined complicates this
love triangle. He needs to get rid of Alice, but when she accidentally dies, the film “has to bend
over backward to convince audiences that George is not an innocent boy unjustly condemned to
death for wanting his place in the sun” (235). Since the love triangle reinforces his position as a
good man trapped by society's expectations, the character appears heroic and circumstances must
undermine this view for the film to reach its inevitable conclusion. In this way, Stevens validates
Dreiser's naturalism while updating the film for a 50s audience that expects a romantic lead.
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The film’s emphasis on his family name affirms George’s position as a social interloper.
“It’s an Eastman” extends across the frame and its reappearance when he makes it to his uncle’s
factory connects his aspirations with his social connections. The reiteration also links it to
“cinematic fantasy” as the next scenes keep bringing up his name and placing him in context. At
the gate of the factory, he hands his uncle’s card to the guard and is directed to the office, asking
to see Mr. Charles Eastman (Herbert Heyes). The guard rejects him and says, “So would I. I’d
expect to if I worked here another five years” Once he produces the card with his uncle’s name
on it and a note saying that he should present it, he is quickly admitted. He enters an elevator
next to his cousin Earl Eastman (Keefe Brasselle) who is framed in the door. The film constantly
reiterates George’s connections to his family through name or appearance. At one point, Alice
mentions that he is the “boss's nephew” and he replies with hesitation “I'm in the same boat as
the rest of you.” She responds that they will move him up to the front office and “that's the last
we'll see of George Eastman.”
However, the film complicates the love triangle by making Alice an unlikeable thorn in
George’s side rather than an innocent victim. A date at a movie theater reveals that the
relationship between Alice and George is one of convenience, at least for George. He becomes
involved with Alice because he is lonely, and she is one of the few women in his department that
he finds attractive, even though the film makes it obvious that she cannot compare to Angela.
The movie theater offers an opportunity for George and Alice to be alone together away from the
factory, separating them from the working class noisy crowd, hinting at George's attempt at
upward mobility, while pointing out Alice's poverty. However, when he drops her off at her
rooms George cannot enter because of her “fierce” landlady. Of course, he eventually enters, and
the night of passion with Alice after Angela clearly ignores him foreshadows George's fate. The
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film attributes his poor decision making to his loneliness, but attempts to make him more
likeable than in von Sternberg's version. He has not been seeing both girls yet, and his feelings
for Alice seem genuine. While he remains a deterministic product of class and upbringing, he is
never as weak-willed or reticent as Clyde is in the von Sternberg film and attains the force of a
romantic lead.
George’s social position and the interference of media continually conflict his
relationship with Alice and bring him in contact with Angela. He meets her at a party, and she
remarks, “I see you had a misspent youth.” She asks him why he is all alone, and he tries to get
her to play. She refuses: “No, I’ll just watch you.” With this famous scene, critics have made
much of the “character’s (and the actor’s) visible skill [that] seems to offer a raffish masculinity”
(Merck 128). He admits he is nervous when she watches him. The scene plays with gender
conceptions with Angela as the aggressor of shy George. She says, “You look like an Eastman.
Are you one of them?” This connection again reinforces his family connection and tentative
social position. Media remains a constant mediator even if it does not announce scene and time
transitions, and he asks about the trip she took with her family, which he read about in the
newspapers.
In contrast to von Sternberg’s Roberta, who is attractive and appealing, especially as
compared to Sondra, Alice comes across as whiny and pushy, and this portrayal of her renders
George more sympathetic, even when she becomes pregnant. His relationship with Alice is
increasingly represented as sad and gloomy; the distance between them is palpable and the
soundtrack is moody and downbeat. She tells him about her pregnancy in veiled and production
code friendly-terms: I’m in trouble. Real trouble.” By now George is distanced from her. De-
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feminizing her by calling her Al, he stands over her shoulder and barely touches her, only further
contrasting her with Angela.
The film portrays George’s relationship with Angela as far more romantic, presenting her
as the desirable woman in the relationship and emphasizing the romantic qualities of their union.
Indeed, in casting Taylor, a bigger star, the film validates George’s relationship with her. With
Angela, the music and situation is more upbeat even as George is lost in thought. Close-ups of
the couple’s faces relay their romance, even when Angela tells him “You seem so strange, so
deep and far away. It’s like you’re holding something back.” He responds with “I love you. I
guess I loved you since the first moment I saw you.” She confesses that she feels the same way
as she pulls him out on the terrace, asking, “Are they watching us?” During this scene,
passionate close-ups capture the intensity of their romance and make their relationship seem
more acceptable. To satisfy Production Code standards that disallowed passionate and prolonged
kisses, the “shot selected masks the actors’ lips with Clift’s shoulder, making their kiss both
invisible and visible, absent and present” (Merck 133). George remains more passive as Angela
intensely responds to his declaration of love. The close-ups serve to reinforce her power over
him, and, perhaps, take some of the blame away for what he will soon do. In the novel, the
characters do not have as public a relationship, yet the declaration of love is similar secretive,
and her parents do not know about it until it is over. This sequence alludes to the hidden aspects
of their romance without making it a focal point of the scene.
A Place in the Sun continually contrasts the very different worlds of Angela and Alice to
emphasize the futility of his ambitions even when he is offered a chance at success. After a cut,
the real world of George and Alice’s situation settle in as he leaves a drugstore and waits for her
at the doctor’s office. She claims, as in the novel, to be a newly married woman who cannot
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afford to have a child. As the doctor tries to help her, telling her “all these problems have a way
of sorting themselves out,” she breaks down and tells him the truth, adding that she has been
deserted. He tells her that he cannot help her, and she returns to George imploring him to marry
her. As in the von Sternberg film, the Production Code does not allow any overt references to
abortion; however, savvy viewers should have noticed it due to the furtive attitude of Alice and
the doctor’s responses. Yet the darkened scenes and atmosphere back up the futility of their quest
to find a doctor who will perform the unspecified operation, which worked to appease the Code
administrators. In contrast, Angela even allows Clyde a chance at parental acceptance, which is
never an option in Dreiser or von Sternberg, although her parent’s wishes put Angela’s optimism
in perspective because her mother only offers George an invitation as a test to determine his
character prospects. She tells her husband, “She’ll see whether he belongs or not.”
George’s plans to kill Alice are also more closely connected to his relationship with
Angela than in von Sternberg’s film. While spending time on the beach at Loon Lake, Angela
tells him about the drowned couple, that although they never found the man, it was “five days
before they found the girl’s body.” Angela’s story foreshadows George’s eventual plan; the film
introduces the idea in a much more organic and less calculated way. In fact, George listens to the
radio reports and gets the idea, but a long dramatic pause allows his plan to sink in before he
throws himself on his bed. This technique makes his intentions seem less calculating than those
of the other film’s Clyde, who frantically collected travel brochures, stressing how the romantic
sympathetic male lead changes the book’s original dynamics.
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The fateful boat trip is also quite different and seems more like an accident than in
previous versions.19 The trip takes place in the dark and the distance between the two is intense
as music heightens the tension. Alice, now noticeably pregnant and willing to do anything to
keep Clyde, never stops talking. Sweat glistens on his head in a close-up, as he seems to resign
himself to his life with her. He tells her, “I will make it up to you. I’ll stick by you.” She needles
him and keeps talking about their married life and that “it is the little things in life that count”
until he yells in her face, “Stop it.” She asks him if he wishes she was dead. She attempts to
reach him and a long shot shows the boat as it capsizes. The darkness and Alice’s incessant
talking add tension and George’s dialogue make the experience seem like more of an accident
than in the novel or previous film, reifying that he is not responsible.
The film continues to distance George from his awful crime, thus confirming his
innocence through the juxtaposition of blissful domestic moments and tension-filled scenes
where news reports mention the drowning. For example, when George returns to the Vickers
house looking for Angela, he encounters a happy situation before news reports start arriving.
Angela suggests a Christmas engagement, and he asks her to run away get married. Angela's
friends tease George, so the couple seeks solace by going out in a speedboat where the news
about the drowning blares from a portable radio. The lake waters dissolve, and Earl arrives with
a newspaper mentioning the drowning again calling it a suspected murder. George speaks to
Angela's father (Shepphard Strudwick) as he reads a newspaper with the headline, “Murder at
Loon Lake?” He puts it down to question George about his past and social background. George,
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The draft written by Michael Wilson and final film provide a more positive picture of Clyde and the other
characters, especially Sondra, Roberta, and Clyde’s uncle than earlier versions. During the scene, Clyde swims to
her and she pulls them both under. He even calls her name before swimming to shore. Her parents keep Sondra in
the dark during Clyde’s trial but she goes to the death house to say goodbye. In a scene, far different from the novel,
she leaves him with an unsigned letter telling him goodbye.
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who is brief and to the point, proclaims his love for Angela in a close-up, claiming that he will do
anything to ensure her happiness, including leaving her alone. When George finally escapes into
the woods after leaving with Angela, he runs directly into the police. He denies the murder and,
like in the von Sternberg version, asks them not to question him in front of the family. District
Attorney Frank Marlow (Raymond Burr) does not spare them; when he finds Alice’s employee
card, he shows up to question the family about George's “double life.”
The film spends more time idealizing and focusing on Angela, turning the crime story
into a basic Hollywood love story, and reiterating the idea that George has no other choice if he
wants to maintain their relationship. In this version, the relationship takes precedence over
considerations of social class. The film's willingness to privilege this relationship reaffirms the
romantic focus of the production. Von Sternberg's film and Dreiser's novel basically write her out
after the protagonist's capture. While Sondra is forgotten, the earlier texts choose to prioritize
Roberta. Her love letters play an important role and her parents even find out about her death on
screen in von Sternberg's film. A Place in the Sun opts instead to turn focus to Angela. To escape
the press, Marlow has her dress in wedding white. Her mother and the maid walk by her side in
an odd sort of wedding procession. She will never marry George, and this form of escape
reaffirms her loss, while confirming her support for George despite his crime.
The evidence against George is far flimsier during the trial, although he is more adamant
about his innocence than in von Sternberg in the face of intense media scrutiny. Not only is the
media used as a bridge to set up the first trial scene, but also a headline reads that Marlow has
vowed to send him to the electric chair. Media remains the ultimate arbiter of George's fate, but,
in this case, he still has the attention of Angela who is following the trial at home. The defense
has little to provide, emphasizing the lack of witnesses, while the prosecution questions many
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people, including Alice’s landlady, the doctor, and the boatman. The coroner’s claim that Alice
was hit in the head is their most damning evidence. Art Jansen (Walter Sande), George’s attorney
stresses that the jury should focus on his client’s guilt not whether he had thoughts of murder.
When George testifies, he claims that he thought about drowning her, but could not do it. There
is less emphasis on his lawyer's advising him on what to say, but George is more confident,
despite there being less emphasis on his counsel’s advice and admits that she accused him of
wanting her dead, and he changed his mind. In his cross-examination, Marlow hammers away at
George, focusing on his feelings for Angela and connecting her to his ambition. His defense rests
on George's decision to leave Alice and return to Angela, and the lies that allowed him to do it.
Like Dreiser and von Sternberg, George is asked to sit in the boat and reenact the drowning.
George's confidence gives out here, and he trips on the rope tied to the bow as he attempts to
explain how he could not swim to save her.
After the jury convicts George of first-degree murder, the film is more concerned with his
mother and Angela’s concerns over his conviction than issues of faith. On death row, his mother
arrives and meets her son and the prison chaplain (Paul Frees), who plays a smaller role. The
film spends less time on George’s salvation, although there is an effort to obtain a reprieve from
the governor. The film plays down the religious overtones to highlight George’s personal
struggle. In Dreiser and von Sternberg, his relationship with the chaplain is more developed; the
proceedings are more in line with the execution sermon narrative, or in Dreiser’s case, a critique
of it. Here the interplay between George and his religious advisers is broken up by the love story
as Angela sees him before he dies. Hannah Eastman informs her son “It’s no use. The governor
couldn’t be moved.” She implores him to get right with God before he dies: “Death is a little
thing. You mustn’t be afraid of it. You must fear now for your immortal soul.” George responds,
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“I don’t believe I’m guilty of this, but I don’t know.” The chaplain intercedes, in what Merck
refers to as the “period’s pop psychology,” that he might be hiding the truth from himself (141).
The chaplain responds that there is “one point in the story that holds the answer you are looking
for.” He asks him whom he was thinking of when the boat capsized, Alice or Angela,
determining that in “your heart was murder, George.” As he thinks about this, the close-up of her
face at their first kiss dissolves into his. Angela enters and appears to be dressed in religious garb
in strict contrast to how she appeared during their time together. A close-up of his face reveals his
guilt as he stares at her “I am guilty of a lot of things . . . most of what they say of me.” They
share one final kiss. George directs his penance at her instead of his mother or the chaplain. In
the other versions, he is led to his death without any chance of hope except for forgiveness from
God. In contrast, Stevens’ version allows him the compensation of romantic love, making it a
true tragi-romantic Hollywood narrative.
Stevens’ film is an indictment of desire that violates social norms -- a very different take
on the Gillette case than the novel’s efforts to use it to make allegations against the failings of
American society. Yet the film does work as a continuation of the true-crime narrative tradition,
taking elements of a true story, conflating it with a heavier dose of romance, and presenting it to
a public hungry for not just crime stories but love stories between Hollywood stars. In a
complete inversion of Dreiser’s expectations, the film adds a caveat that challenges George and
makes his fate have purpose, Stevens told Robert Hughes that “the girl, the money, the success,
and what you’ve never hoped to gain, is an extraordinary experience, even if it’s only envisaged;
but to envisage it, to live it, and then be tortured by it in actuality is expanding the opportunity
for life’s awareness to an extraordinary degree” (qtd. in Merck 142).
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An American Tragedy was published during a period when the public was reevaluating
crime and representations were changing from narratives that focused on the spiritual
rehabilitation of criminals to those that argued for rehabilitation and lenience through the court
system. Although crime narratives still focused on the conception that “crime does not pay,” they
began to show how criminals chose crime or were coerced into breaking the law. The novel’s
broad, but selective, examination is a seminal text of crime, leading to fuller length explorations
of various types of criminals, from gangsters to serial killers, even as I will show in later
chapters, views of crime shifted back to a conservative mode and the onus shifts to personal
responsibility and more overtly racist depictions. Indeed, von Sternberg's adaptation shows the
difficulties inherent in adapting such a story given the changing attitudes towards crime and
class. The film does not capture Dreiser's naturalism, but instead provides a fairly accurate
depiction of how media leads to his condemnation and points to the struggles between Clyde's
progressive attitudes and the conservative world that is trying to come to terms with them.
George Stevens updates the story for an audience familiar with 1950s Hollywood romantic
narratives and eliminates much of the naturalism from the story. The film provides a more
progressive and nuanced view of Clyde's predicament, which accounts for the early absolution
narratives that influenced the novel and conflates them with the love narrative, introducing
Angela at the end to interrupt the confession scene between the chaplain and his mother. Thus,
the film reimagines the early crime narratives for a modern audience and more fully anticipates
the complexities of crime and how it is depicted. Each of these films shows how complex truecrime narratives have become when they focus on just one crime with a protagonist that becomes
ripe for psychological examination by the 1950s. Dreiser’s seminal novel and its film adaptations
ultimately show that true-crime’s influence on popular culture was changing as earlier absolution
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narratives were shifting to more progressive narratives that privileged the personal journey of
criminals as they searched for actual rehabilitation not just forgiveness.

CHAPTER TWO
GANGSTERS, TRICKSTERS, AND BAD MEN: IMMIGRANT EXPERIENCE AND
THE GANGSTER NARRATIVE

Gangster narratives have done more to bolster the connections between American Dream
ideology, the immigrant experience, and true-crime narratives than many other crime genres.
William R. Burnett’s formative novel, Little Caesar (1927) and its real-life antecedents, Chicago
crime cartels, served as an inspiration for two very different movies, Mervyn LeRoy’s Little
Caesar (1931) and Larry Cohen's Black Caesar (1972) that each tell the story of a criminal
trajectory that is reliant, respectively, on the immigrant and black experience.
While Burnett's novel presents an early blueprint for what has become the classic
gangster narrative, LeRoy's film adaptation adds many distinctly ethnic elements that remain part
of the generic Italian American gangster narrative. Both narratives build on newspaper stories
about organized crime, presenting a “crime does not pay” plot, yet complicating it by presenting
conflicted protagonists who draw audience sympathy and challenge expected heroic and tragic
roles by challenging an unjust system. Thus, gangster leaders become heroic role models, even as
they fail in an unfair system and cannot live up to community or self-imposed expectations. They
are tragic figures who follow an expected narrative that no longer requires absolution like Clyde
Griffiths or his antecedents in crime pamphlets. Instead, their fate serves as a warning to their
community and greater society that they chose the wrong route to escape poverty, and the only
solution is death. However, rehabilitation is possible for these incorrigible criminals, if they only
listen to reason. Community members and families who tried to get them to change their ways,
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or at least give back to those who helped them, mediate public perception of their crimes.
Black Caesar challenges, yet reifies, this early gangster narrative arc for a very different
audience that expected the film to follow Blaxploitation tropes and present a socially aware black
hero who helped the black community and subverted the oppressive white system. However, the
film follows the basic trajectory of Little Caesar and other early Warner Bros. gangster films,
including a tragic story that is not mutually exclusive to Blaxploitation. The film moves the
classic gangster narrative arc to 1970s black America without painting a positive portrait of its
gangster protagonist. While the immigrant story of these gangster films is reconfigured to create
characters that will do anything to overcome oppression, the film’s protagonist is never heroic.
He mercilessly steals from and takes advantage of the black community, emulating the
hegemonic society even though he never fits into either. He defends his own heritage, while
copying the Sicilian gangsters, and shames others by mocking his own culture. Thus, his
performance flouts the basic conception of the heroic and subversive hero found in many
Blaxploitation narratives. Despite his subversive position as a black gangster among white ones,
he fails in a similar manner to the classical gangster.
In fact, gangster narratives existed before Burnett's novel, but the book and LeRoy's
adaptation codified how crime films captured the immigrant experience and paved the way for
how these texts deals with the messy intersections between immigrant success and the limited
options available to ethnic minorities.1 According to James M. O'Kane, the “ethnic gangster
constitutes a ubiquitous fixture . . . and – contrary to the often distorted media presentations . . .
is often admired by many, his actions emulated and romanticized by his ethnic brethren” (1). He
contends that if these figures were “truly despised and hated by the communities in which they
1

Other period texts also covered these messy intersections, such as films like The Public Enemy (1931) and
Scarface (1932).

82
flourish, they would have disappeared long ago, for the public would have no interest in, or need
for, their services” (1). Immigrant communities and the greater public learned to support them,
while fearing what they are doing at the same time. Furthermore, the public clamors for gangster
narratives because they comment on their own lives and allow a vicarious chance for rebellion.
Despite the “crime does not pay” message, the public identified with the underdog even
as writers tried to paint gangsters as violent criminals, turning them into folk heroes, despite the
narrative’s obvious message that they should be viewed as villains. Gangsters in crime narratives
were vilified as promoting moral decline, yet promoted as individuals fighting against a rotten
system. Nicole Rafter pertinently points out that these texts had a populist directive, attracting
“Americans struggling to make ends meet while simultaneously attacking crime and the
government's ability to control it” (21). Audiences identify with the basic story arc of the
gangster and his grab at success wanting him to achieve his goals but understanding that
criminals, “particularly in Hollywood films, were conventionally placed in a retributive frame,
identified as the 'public enemy' responsible for the decline of all standards of decency and order”
(Horsley, Twentieth 120).
Italian-American and other immigrant criminal characters were also seen as the epitome
of America's social decline and the average citizen's failure to achieve the American Dream,
especially after the Great Depression.2 When Burnett wrote his novel, Prohibition was still in full

Robert Merton's model for how immigrants find advancement in a hostile environment consists of four “responses
or
adaptations to this dilemma, considering each of them deviant responses since they are condemned by the larger
society”:
innovation, ritualism, retreatism, and rebellion (O'Kane 26). The innovator attempts to maintain mainstream social
goals,
while using unsanctioned means; the ritualist abandons expected goals but tries to use “legitimate means for their
attainment; the retreatist abandons both goals and means; the rebel substitutes entirely different ones (26). O'Kane
argues that innovation is most important in understanding how “former and contemporary ethnic minorities” deal
with assimilation (26). In essence, they find other means of mobility, both legitimate and illegitimate. Ethnic
2
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force and real-life gangsters were in the news daily and quickly becoming stuff of national
legend. Organized crime was beginning to come into its own and both law enforcement,
particularly J. Edgar Hoover's G-Men, his Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) agents, and the
criminals they pursued were under constant public scrutiny. Fred L. Gardaphé writes, “although
criminal gangs had long occupied American cities, the Prohibition act of 1920 and the desperate
poverty brought on by the Great Depression in the 1930s provided opportunities for individual
crime leaders to emerge and thrive” (Wiseguys 3). These robberies and killing sprees captured the
public imagination in newspapers just like earlier crimes had in murder ballads. Some were
crime bosses like Al Capone and others were bank robbers who became Robin Hood figures “by
committing crimes with bravado; they were all blatant transgressors of the boundaries between
good and evil, right and wrong, and rich and poor” (3-4). 3
The conception of the trickster figure plays a role in how Italian gangsters have been
viewed since the early days. People viewed gangsters as Robin Hood figures, but also as
paradoxical trickster archetypes that not only pointed to deviant behavior in the community, but
also created a “sense of shared cultural identity” (8). As Gardaphé argues, the trickster helps
define the boundaries of society and lets the community know that “those who reach for too
much will eventually lose everything” (8). Thus, fictional gangsters are tricksters that allow
audiences to live vicariously through their deeds as they provide an alternative that seemingly
fixes perceived social injustices. People are fascinated because gangsters serve an important
function, “defining both what is and what is not American and what is and is not acceptable
organized crime is one of these illegitimate means and is condemned.
3

Figures like John Dillinger and Baby Face Nelson became national figures during this period. Gangsters were
mythologized through newspaper stories filled with colorful monikers and word of mouth stories. These criminals
became
“both feared and admired by their own group and gain[ed] a certain amount of status both within and even outside
their ethnic group” (O'Kane 49).
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behavior in American society” (9). He writes that the trickster helps audiences “measure their
progress by personifying evil in others” (8). Paul Radin argues, the trickster navigates the moral
ground between good and evil and allows people to solve metaphysical problems concerning the
binary. As Jung argues, the trickster is a “faithful copy of an absolutely undifferentiated human
consciousness, corresponding to a psyche that has hardly left the animal level” (200). Thus,
trickster figures contain two personalities, which
form the core of the earliest psychopathological investigations . . . the split-off personality
is not just a random one, but stands in a complementary or compensatory relationship to
the ego personality. It is a personification of traits of character which are sometimes
worse and sometimes better than those the ego personality possesses. (201)
Moreover, the trickster is a symbol of disorder that helps people determine societal boundaries,
acting as an extension of self that can act out their innermost wishes. Jeanne Rosier Smith
argues, the “trickster’s role as survivor and transformer, creating order from chaos, accounts for
the figure’s universal appeal and its centrality to the mythology and folklore of so many cultures”
(3). Since tricksters are “both folk heroes and wanderers on the edges of the community, [they
are] at once marginal and central to the culture” (2). Thus, tricksters can comment on social
issues and allow audiences an opportunity for vicarious analysis.
Similarly, the gangster is a trickster figure calling attention to fluid boundaries between
crime and lawfulness, hero and villain, while advocating human tenacity and immigrant success.
He is separated from law and order and cannot break the cycle. For example, they are
“uninhibited by social constraints, free to dissolve boundaries and break taboos . . . can escape
virtually any situation, and they possess a boundless ability to survive” (7-8). As Carl Jung
argues, trickster stories are beneficial because they allow society to remember how it was before
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civilized man established law. Furthermore, as Radin points out, the trickster “knows neither
good nor evil yet he is responsible for both. He possesses no values, moral or social, is at the
mercy of his passions and appetites, yet through his actions all values come into being” (ix).
Furthermore, law enforcement's culpability in society's problems was becoming more
evident, and it was reinforcing the belief that criminal acts could be heroic. As Prohibition led to
more organized crime and the Great Depression ruined the lives of many Americans, the public
began to distrust the actions of law enforcement. For example, the Wickersham Commission's
Report, released in January 1931, documented Prohibition's negative effects on society, and led
to a national condemnation of “criminal justice agencies for ineffectiveness and corruption”
(Rafter 20). Some audiences could believe that the immigrant characters who pitted themselves
against an unjust system could be admired as a “cross-class and cross ethnic . . . symbols of a
rebellion impossible for ordinary law-abiding citizens to enact” (Horsley Noir 47).
The creation of the heroic gangster that protected citizens against corruption was
concurrent with what Lee Horsley calls Burnett's biggest innovation, a reimagination of the
world from the gangster’s perspective not society’s. This technique influenced later crime fiction
from hard-boiled narratives, like Raymond Chandler’s work, to the more recent focus on the
criminal’s internal thoughts, found in Jim Thompson’s 1952 novel, The Killer Inside Me, the
subject of my next chapter, and Patricia Highsmith’s 1955 novel, The Talented Mr. Ripley.
However, as Horsley argues, his “decision to write from the viewpoint of the criminal is in
another sense not an unprecedented departure but a return to older precedents,” particularly the
tragic hero trope (Twentieth 122). Burnett modernizes the tragic hero, developing what he refers
to as a “composite figure that would indicate how men could rise to prominence or money under
the most hazardous of conditions, but not more hazardous than the Renaissance,” conflating
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contemporary experiences with a well-known story arc (qtd. in Mate and McGilligan 57). In fact,
this tragic story arc has been copied many times since, but at the time, it was a new way of
changing the narrative arc of gangsters in fiction.4
Early critics like Robert Warshow argued that gangster narratives challenged the status
quo of official American culture with little mention of different cultures and races, but even early
texts speak to the changing ethnic and cultural contexts of America. Warshow describes the
gangster as “primarily a creation of the imagination. The real city . . . produces only criminals;
the imaginary city produces the gangster; he is what we want to be and what we are afraid to
become” (13).5 Thus, the gangster quickly became an iconic American figure as real-life
criminals started copying these fictional gangsters and “one could hardly tell the difference
between the real and artificial gangster” (Gardaphé, Wiseguys 4). Warshow writes, the “gangster
speaks for us, expressing that part of the American psyche which rejects the qualities and
demands of modern life, which rejects 'Americanism' itself” (13). As Lee Grieveson, Esther
Sonnet, and Peter Stansfield contend, the “gangster's success through violence parallels the goals
of the American dream but subverts the normal avenues of its achievements” (2). In other words,
the “gangster is doomed because he is under the obligation to succeed, not because the means he
employs are unlawful” (Warshow 15). Thus, Warshow conflates failure with death and success
with evil and danger because the screen gangster dies to keep the viewer safe. Grieveson, Sonnet,
and Stansfield argue that this view is too narrow because critics look at a few films with this
narrative structure as stand-ins for the entire genre. They contend that “gangster films are not
Marilyn Yaquinto argues for the character type’s timelessness as a “twentieth century Macbeth armed with a
smoking gun . . . [or] “a fitting metaphor for the battered myth of the American dream” his trajectory and persona
resonates deeply in the American psyche through an increasing complexity and variability (xi).
4

5

As Jame O'Kane contends, the city is always a deciding factor for crime: newcomer immigrant criminal groups that
are “demographically large and that have urban-industrial backgrounds will do better in crime than those groups
lacking these prerequisites: (91).
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simply narratives for telling the stories of ahistorical undimensional criminal figures or gangs but
sites of instability of wider cultural resonance in which the cultural figuration of crime is
inseparable from the articulation of ideas about ethnicity, sexuality, gender, class, and race” (9).
Warshow's ahistorical approach thereby covers the basic themes and narrative arc of Little
Caesar, but the text is unquestionably more complex than that as a presentation of immigrant
characters.
Both Burnett's novel and LeRoy's film privilege a “crime does not pay” model as Little
Caesar was created when studios favored the “rehabilitation” narrative, as seen with Josef von
Sternberg’s An American Tragedy (1931), and the pre-code Hollywood film upholds the idea that
its characters can be reformed. However, early gangster texts have a different approach to the
role of law enforcement than von Sternberg’s (and Dreiser’s) moralistic texts. Even as they try to
prevent crimes, the police rarely succeed, and in the “films that celebrate law enforcement, there
are strong undercurrents of corruption and brutality” (9). However, Little Caesar's unflattering
depiction of the police still shows the police trying to prevent crime and rehabilitate criminals
even if their methods are sometimes suspect.
The fascination with the gangster lifestyle stems from trying to reconcile the
disconnections many Americans feel with society and their concerns about social mobility. Many
immigrants particularly feel this as they strive for success in hegemonic society, while struggling
to maintain their heritage. Jack Shadoian argues that the gangster genre is viewed as inferior to
other genres not because it is artistically lesser but that it speaks to the contradictions within
ourselves. He writes that Americans have a “fascination/repulsion with aspects of our
socioeconomic milieu that we prefer to shut our eyes to but also to our fascination/repulsion with
the most haunting depths of ourselves,” including identification with characters that commit
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criminal deeds (2). Moreover, all crime narratives work to connect attempts at social mobility to
the criminal impulse, prioritizing the “crime does not pay” concept, and the gangster's downfall
comes about because he committed crimes and killed people, not because he broke societal rules
about socioeconomic movement.
His experiences in Chicago and the people he met there inspired William Riley Burnett’s
novel, which accounts for the burgeoning immigrant populations and creates a gangster
mythology tied to the city. Incidentally, Mervyn LeRoy’s film also relies on a strong presence of
city and place and the complicated lives of criminals. Jack Shadoian aptly argues that the “city . .
. the creation of industrial man, is often seen as a place beyond the control of its inhabitants, a
place that imposes its own harsh will . . . draw[ing] whoever dreams of making it big into its
dangerous labyrinths and claim[ing] them all as victims” (7). In fact, the “city as jungle,
originally a hobo expression for a dangerous, lawless place on the edge of town, has been one of
the most popular images of urban life among sociologists, the ecological dimension offering a
way of making some sense (the law of the jungle) of the frenzied struggles of individuals and
groups” (Willett Naked 12). The novel’s Chicago is dangerous, well defined through place and
street names, and Burnett’s gangster creations are fashioned from its immigrants. The novel’s
introduction of these populations to crime fiction helped foster a “lasting association in popular
culture between the gangster and particular ethnic groups: Jewish, Irish American, African
American, Asian and – especially – Italian American” (Gardaphé, Wiseguys 4).
Many Americans have come to associate the gangster archetype primarily with Italian
Americans because of ongoing stereotypical representations that stemmed from racist beliefs
concerning immigrants. Italian gangsters were first making inroads into American crime culture
when fear of immigrants was palpable enough to evoke “public outcries that readily blamed any
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unsolved crime on an Italian immigrant” (Wiseguys xiv). Furthermore, as Fred L. Gardaphé
points out, “Italians were not quick to (re)present their own culture to the public” because they
wished to appear as American in public and “Italian in the home” (Wiseguys xiv). David
Richards refers to this concept as “privatization of culture,” arguing that the Italian American
identity has undergone privatization through a “silencing of protest against the injustice inflicted
on Italian Americans . . . as a response to the group's finding itself the nonvisibly black target of
American racism” (5). In doing so, Italian Americans never directly confronted racist
representations of their culture, going to “great extremes to avoid being identified as anything
but white, they have even hidden the history of being people of color,” which “has enabled them
to remain invisible,” but has taken away their control of how and when they can become
invisible (Gardaphé, “Invisible” 1). Gardaphé writes that this attempt at invisibility codified the
criminal image of Italian culture because many “first learned about Italian immigrant culture
through media portrayals of those accused of being involved in organized crime” (Wiseguys xiv).
And novels and films kept representing the culture this way because there were no national
campaigns to change this representation. This is not to say that no Italians tried to change the
stereotypes just that Italian Americans remain “plagued by covert manipulation of their image in
American culture” (“Invisible” 5).
Despite being vilified and marginalized, films put the Italian-American gangster in
possibly heroic roles, even as they challenged their motives at every turn. Despite his popularity,
the character has become an “other” due to “his connection with a tribal culture that does not
play the game of capitalism according to the rule of law or the Protestant work ethic” (Wiseguys
11). He makes his own rules that do not serve the greater community or add to the capitalist
economy, but instead helps support the criminal community by employing other immigrants in a

90
cycle of criminality. His ability to transcend this economy provides a model for some and a
bogeyman for others. In this regard, the gangster figure is polarizing and a paradox; his creation
serves as an obstacle for Italian Americans from being “accepted as good American people,” and,
conversely, it has also provided a template for escape and the reassertion of individualism in a
corporatized world (10-11).6
Gardaphé explores the connections between Italian Americans and African Americans as
each group struggled with maintaining an identity under hegemonic culture. He points out that
“relationships between an African American and Italian American community, put forth the idea
that how Italian American identity was created can be directly tied to the interaction between
these two groups” (“Invisible” 6). In fact, both groups dealt with a similar type of racial
discrimination, with admittedly different levels of severity, during the late 19th century. Rudolph
J. Vecoli writes, “Indicative of the ambiguity of their racial status, Italians were lynched, and not
only in the South, in greater numbers than any other European nationality” (97). He points out
that “Italians lived, worked, socialized, and inter-married with African Americans . . . their
failure to observe the 'color line' called into question their 'whiteness,' and exposed them to
violence customarily reserved for blacks” (99). Vecoli argues that this relationship was unusual
in the early twentieth century, and it was not always cordial, but any violence was usually
connected to economic tension not race. As the 20th century progressed, and Italians assimilated
more comfortably into mainstream culture, this relationship became more unstable.
Robert Orsi's concept of “inbetweenness” stems from this unusual connection. Orsi
determines that Italian immigrants who could not be considered white attempt to “establish the

6

David E. Ruth argues that during the period many lost their sense of American individualism as the country
became more
corporate. Thus, the gangster became central because “he helped Americans master this changing social world” (3).
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border against the dark-skinned other [which] required an intimate struggle . . . against the initial
uncertainty over which side of the racial dichotomy the swarthy immigrants were on and against
the facts of history and geography that inscribed this ambiguity on the urban landscape” (qtd. in
“Invisible” 6). Thus, Italian immigrants made the transition to Italian Americans when they could
assimilate or become invisible. To cope with society, many anglicized their names and presented
an entirely different public image. They lost their shared Italian heritage when they stopped
speaking the language and radio and film replaced oral storytelling.
Indeed, just like Italian Americans, African Americans also developed different personas
and public representations of their culture, including the mythic creation of the “bad man”
archetype, which parallels the Italian gangster archetype. Creating larger-than-life personas is
part of the ideological cultural warfare that developed from double consciousness, what W.E.B.
Dubois argues is a condition rooted in the African-American experience that amounts to the
“sense of always looking at one’s self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the
tape of a world that looks on in amused contempt and pity” (5). Thus, the black American is
stuck between two realities as he or she looks at the world through the eyes of his or her
oppressor and finds self-worth by merging this “double self into a better and truer self” creating a
different sense of meaning that allows for more agency (5). Double consciousness is different
from “inbetweenness” as African Americans historically had less opportunity to assimilate.
Furthermore, the key difference between immigrant gangster and black gangster narratives is that
conflict always causes African Americans to question their identities in relation to society’s
racism and create a conception of self that navigates between cultures.
The Italian gangster archetype relies on different Italian interpretations of masculinity
that differ from those commonly represented as American. Gardaphé writes, “It was felt that
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without the refining influence of women, and lacking the traditional social controls that modified
male behavior, the men would not only become corrupted, but also turn their corrupting behavior
toward American women” (Wiseguys17). How Italian men showed physical affection to each
other also complicated conceptions of Italian masculinity as a “higher degree of homosocial
affection is accepted in Italian-American culture than in mainstream American culture” (17). He
argues that a “great deal of homophobia exists within Italian-American male culture” (17).
Additionally, the roles of men and women affected representations of masculinity as women took
charge of the domestic sphere and men controlled everything outside the home. Thus, men
developed turfs and organized street gangs. Given these contradictions, he concludes that the
Italian-American man has been depicted as trouble and used “whenever a breach of status quo
civility needed to be displayed, especially through the body” (18).7
Similarly, while developing Rico for the novel, Burnett feared that he was creating a
monster, but soon realized that Rico “was no monster at all, but merely a Napoleon, a little
Caesar” (qtd. in Peary, Classic American Novel 287). Burnett’s reference to Napoleon puts a new
spin on the character. Rico is an immigrant trying to make good in a hard world, but never comes
close to being a false despot. Indeed, there are other gangsters waiting to take his place, perhaps
willing to take even greater chances. Moreover, the comparisons to a “little Caesar” vilifies the
Italian immigrant in more insidious ways, as Robert Casillo points out “apart from implying the
objectionable shortness of some Italians, it suggests that the diminutive protagonist embodies a
national megalomania contemporaneously evident in the rather short dictator Benito Mussolini”
(377). Burnett was copying the gangsters that he saw on Chicago streets in a way that may have
not created a monster but did create a template for future stereotyped Italian gangsters. While the
Gardaphé posits the gangster defended conservative views of gender, while representing an “'openly expressive
sexuality' that was becoming more acceptable” (Wiseguys 12).
7
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novel copied the simplicity of the character's language and seemingly transparent motives from
real life, sometimes his habits led him to be a cipher for anti-Italian sentiment.
Burnett’s novel is steeped in Chicago’s lore and culture, as well as conceptions of the
American Dream, in which a young Italian man rises to power by deposing other stereotypical
immigrants. His terse, realistic style foreshadows hard-boiled fiction and later film noir. The
novel sets crime forth as one window of opportunity for immigrants who have few paths to
advancement, even while championing a “crime does not pay” theme. Douglas Noverr argues
that the novel “focused on inarticulate characters who had little self-awareness and who were
incapable of introspection or insight” (27). To be fair, Burnett's characters are prototypes, but
commonly shirk some expectations. Cesare “Rico” Bandello is a prototypical immigrant
character, who rose through the ranks in other cities, including Toledo, and must do the same in
Chicago, struggling against other immigrants who vie for the same success. He kills gangsters
like Tony Passa, who he shoots in front of St. James Cathedral because Passa wants out of the
racket and could rat on them. He also double crosses Otero the Greek, who supports him in his
bid for power, and little Arnie Worch, a German mobster. Rico's gun moll, who helps him depose
Worch, has the whitewashed name Blondie Belle, a moniker that along with her attitude paints
her as a typical flapper. All these characters are set to fail in a “world that has been corrupted by
postwar conditions: the demand for liquor, the corruptions of gambling and prostitution, and the
prosperity of a consumer culture that whetted the appetites of the lower-class individuals who
found new avenues of success in the criminal underworld” (32).
Italian characters have been subject to negative stereotypes beginning in the late
nineteenth century through representations of Mafia characters in contemporary American
cinema. Early gangster novels and films present a controversial depiction of Italians as
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“dissonant subjects, inadequate for full citizenry” and commonly tied to criminality that has
persisted to this day (Bertellini 208). Disapproval of these depictions began when cinema started,
but “in the first part of the twentieth century these objections circulated mainly within Italian
media outlets” (208). Of course, as Giorgio Bertellini argues, the 1960s “radical political
engagement fostered a major reexploration and reevaluation of Italians' cultural and ethnic
identity and promoted its proud circulation in America's national public sphere” (208).
Depictions of Italian characters have changed since the early 20th century, but ethnic difference is
still an essential part of how audiences view the gangster. Tellingly, Jonathan J. Cavallero and
George Plasketes write that critics must avoid a “reductive understanding of stereotypes that
insists on an either/or, 'positive' or 'negative' dichotomy” (52). Moreover, racialness remains an
aspect of criminal representation in news reports and fiction and stereotypes continue to
influence the punishment of criminals. While hegemonic society now treats Italian criminals far
differently, black criminals are commonly privy to harsher penalties – although, each group has
captured mainstream public fascination. However, popular culture glamorizes Italian criminality
as heroic because mainstream culture more readily accepts the group. Bertellini writes,
“American audiences first looked at racialized Italian criminals with cultural distance and moral
distaste and . . . gradually . . . became intrigued by gangsters' still racialized individuality and
cultural universe” (209).
The novel’s main plot, concerning Rico’s rise in the underworld, is not based on Al
Capone like later gangster narratives, but the Cardinelli gang and their leader. Gerald Peary
argues, “Capone’s dynamic presence crossed into the novel through Burnett’s characterization of
the Big Boy” (Classic American Novel 287). The novel’s description of Rico, “his pale thin face
slightly drawn, his fingers tapping” is closer to that of Samuele Cardinelli, who led the gang in
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the 1920s (Burnett 25). Along with his lieutenants, Nicholas “The Choir Boy” Viana and Frank
8

Campione, he was part of the Black Hand extortion rackets that existed before prohibition to
extort money from Italian property owners with threats of bodily harm, including kidnapping,
arson, and murder.9
Preconceived stereotypes paved the way for continued racialized assumptions that
Italians, especially those from southern Italy, where the precursor gangs to the Black Hand
formed, were prone to violence and criminality. Thomas Monroe Pitkin and Francesco Cordasco
write that this region “already was fixed in the popular mind as a land of banditry and general
turbulence” (2). Giorgio Bertellini comments, “If Italians in general were racialized in terms of
lower moral standards, intellectual faculty, and assimilative aptitude (or lack thereof), while also
being blamed for popery and political radicalism, southern Italians, who constituted the vast
majority of Italy's immigrants, were even more heavily racialized . . . described as showing
natural tendencies toward deceitfulness, crime, and oversexualization” (210). In the 1860s and
1870s, Italian politicians and social theorists, such as criminologist Cesare Lombroso and
anthropologist Giuseppe Sergi, reinforced this view because of a “specific criminal activity
known as brigandage” that they saw as stemming from racial heritage and not political beliefs
(211). Brigands in Southern Italy were opposed to the newly formed state of Italy in 1861
because they perceived its creation as the “expression of foreign occupation and responsible for
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He was also known as Salvatore Cardinella, or “Il Diavole” among other aliases.

After World War I, Italian criminal organizations “sought to expand their activities to the larger world beyond the
Little Italys in their respective cities” (O'Kane 68). Prohibition offered more opportunities for Italian gangsters to
find advancement as Jewish and Italian gangsters, who had grown up in the same neighborhoods, developed
partnerships to take over Irish crime territories. The Prohibition era was “perhaps the most violent period of ethnic
crime,” but it was also one of the most lucrative and newsworthy, attracting media and Hollywood attention (69).
9

repressive taxation and widespread misery” (211).
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Southern Italians saw these revolutionaries

as heroes who had formed from older organizations to protect the local populace from foreign
abuse.
Pitkin and Cordasco argue that this negative view of Italians was “crystallized early in the 1890s
by the murder of the chief of police in New Orleans at the hands, it was believed, of the criminal
society of the Mafia, imported from Sicily” (2).11 Afterwards, most newspaper accounts focused
on the crimes Italians committed instead of the wealth of other good things that the immigrants
contributed.12 These newspaper stories only intensified around the time of the Cardinelli gang as
Black Hand activities increased.13
The Cardinelli gang was responsible for a terror spree in Little Italy, primarily through
extortion and stickups. Frederic M. Thrasher writes that the gang was “responsible for many
10

These organizations were called different names depending on the region, including the Mafia in Sicily. According
to James Fentress, the term “first appears in the Palermo area in the 1860s . . . and originally “referred to anything
that was flashy, gaudy, or eye-catching” (5). This definition can also relate to stereotyped depictions of Italian dress
and manner. Furthermore, Sicilian peasants were supposed to be humble and not question authority or show
confidence. In Palermo, they had “risen up, sacked the palaces of their betters, opened the prisons, and sent
constituted authority running for help three times in less than two decades” (6).
11

David G. Hennessy was shot dead on October 15, 1890 after he was outed as the reason for the arrest of Mafia
members, including members of the Provenzano clan. Nine people were arrested and none were found guilty due to
lack of evidence, and “local politicians, businessmen, and angry civilians called for a public convention of outraged
citizens, estimated between five thousand and twenty thousand” (Bertellini 212). The mob lynched the defendants
and the Italian government was outraged and “threatened military action, and several American and foreign
newspapers reacted with dismay at the news of the barbaric act” (212).
12

As Giorgio Bertellini writes, the media coverage popularized the concept of Mafia as distinctly Sicilian, but was
also responsible for giving the “term a larger linguistic and cultural currency: every southern Italian 'criminal'
activity began to be described as linked to an underground society of ruthless thugs coming from the Old World and
threatening the institutions of the new one” (212).
13

In the New York Tribune from June 16, 1912, an anonymous journalist explains the genesis of the term, Black
Hand, based on letters the organization sent, writing, the “quick witted criminal of Latin extraction lost no time in
using it as a nom de crime, which he wrote at the bottom of his blackmailing letters, sometimes - in fact, generally adding fanciful decorations of his own, such as daggers dripping blood, revolvers spitting fire and bullets, crudely
drawn skulls and crossbones and the inevitable sketch of a human hand” (“Lupo the Wolf”). Soon the Black Hand
label was used to describe almost any violent crime committed in Italian neighborhoods. Indeed, the use of the
Black Hand designation predates the more recent and equally discriminatory use of “mafia” to “refer to an Italian
presence in organized crime” (Gardaphé Wiseguys111). However, other gangs not connected to Italian crime gangs
also started using the letters for extortion purposes.
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murders and fifty to one hundred robberies about which evidence was obtained” (431). Cardinelli
was arrested for the 1919 murder of saloon owner Andrew P. Bowman and one of his customers
at 447 W. 22nd St. Viana and four other members “entered a saloon and in the course of a holdup
killed the proprietor and one customer” (432). After the robbery, the gang also murdered the
driver Santo Orlando because they were afraid he would confess. Cardinelli, “did not take an
active part in the more important crimes, but is said to have planned them,” and ended up being
hanged along with Viana and Campione (432). The gangster's hanging at the county jail touched
a chord with the public, and stories circulated about his reluctance to die. News reports claim that
he refused to walk to the gallows and had to be carried.14
Despite Cardinelli's inauspicious hanging, the gang was popular subject matter in the
1920s, fresh from the newspapers and public imagination. Their connection to the Black Hand
gangs and leader's memorable death were enough to make it into folklore. Their crimes targeted
Italian business owners, who were just trying to live their own versions of the American Dream.
In addition, up until Johnny Torrio and Al Capone’s reigns during the first years of prohibition,
the Cardinelli gang was one of the leading crime organizations in the city. The gang’s exploits
mirror those that Burnett included in the novel, although Rico would play a greater role in actual
crimes. In contrast, Mervyn LeRoy's 1931 film adaptation would pattern the character more
significantly after Al Capone because his deeds were fresher in the public's mind, and he had
reached mythic status.

Literary figures also took notice. Ernest Hemingway wrote a fictionalized account of the hanging, “Chapter XV”
in his 1925 short story collection, In Our Time. In his typically minimalistic style, he recounts the event in four brief
paragraphs, not sentimentalizing the death of the gangster: “When they all stepped back on the scaffolding back of
the drop, which was very heavy, built of oak and steel and swung on ball bearings, Sam Cardinella was left sitting
there strapped tight with the rope around his neck, the younger of the two priests kneeling beside the chair holding
up a little crucifix” (193).
14
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In Burnett’s novel, Rico and his right-hand man Gentleman Joe Massara are members of
Sam Vettori’s criminal organization, and their relationship depicts a common Italian homosocial
bond, even though it veers between friendship and rivalry. Rico has contempt for Joe because he
believes that he is soft. This depicts Joe as a stereotyped feminized character, what Fred L.
Gardaphé refers to as a trend to portray some “gangsters as degenerate and overly feminized men
losing their independence in the new capitalist society” (Wiseguys 110-111). Whereas Rico is
portrayed as an ideally masculine man, he is bold in a way that typifies him as a “mafioso,” or
one with a “'tough guy' presentation of masculinity” (11). Joe supports his friend and never has
his heart in it, typically putting up with Joe’s abuse and wanting to leave the criminal life.
The novel shows how media, especially newspapers, capitalize on Rico’s rash decisions
and enjoy toying with his outlaw persona. Rico's role in Courtney’s killing makes the news
quickly, like in An American Tragedy, even though he does not take full credit around his men to
avoid looking like an impetuous thug. He argues that the newspaper always plays up this type of
robbery, marveling at how the papers have described him. The media continually emphasizes that
he is not just a criminal but also a “foreigner” who is not suitable for American society. One
reads: “the thug who shot Police Captain Courtney was a small, pale foreigner, probably an
Italian” (75). Rico is more concerned with their claim that he looks unhealthy than their
xenophobic overtones. As is typical for the true-crime genre to present “public” narratives in
fiction, the novel mentions newspapers at all stages of his career, showing how Rico's reputation
as a criminal is building, even though he cannot rise above his class or ethnicity.
The novel portrays Rico as a vain character whose vanity often overshadows his skill as a
gangster and reinforces his role as an immigrant “other” not the legendary figure he wants to be.
He collects these newspaper clippings and loves to read about himself, relishing what others
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think about him and imagining himself as a member of high society. Moreover, the novel depicts
Joe as also fond of his own appearance, explaining, “His black hair was sleek and parted in the
middle. He was vain of his resemblance to the late Mr. Rudolph Valentino” (27). Rico attempts
to build himself into a legendary character, although he never becomes legend worthy because
the other criminals do not understand him. They do not even accept him as great compared to
many former unsuccessful leaders, except for his exceptional skill as a killer. Burnett writes,
He had none of the outward signs of greatness . . . he did not swagger, he seldom raised
his voice, he never bragged. In other words, the general run of Little Italians could find
nothing in him to exaggerate; they could not make a legendary figure of him because the
qualities he possessed were qualities they could not comprehend. (145)
The novel’s stereotyping of the characters is different from how later film adaptations
treat them because criminal gang is composed of more immigrants from different groups. For
example, Vettori privileges the organization’s immigrant nature and validates common racial
stereotypes, pondering
Otero so crazy about Rico he "don't know nothing." Follow Rico any place; do anything
Rico tells him. And handy with a rod. Well, well. Not bad for a Mexican. As a rule
foreigners were not right with Sam Vettori, but in general he had an open mind, and Otero
was the goods. And look at Joe Massara, there was a man for you! A swell Italian who
could pass anywhere. (34)
Characters fill specific roles, especially Joe Massara, who is a perfect Italian, at least to Vettori,
able to pass in any joint the gang hits without being recognized as a criminal. Joe not only passes
as a “non-criminal,” but also is not generally recognized as an Italian stereotype. He becomes
racialized as an Italian that already fits into white society and has become more invisible and less
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a target for racialized criminal stereotyping. That said, the comparison to Rudolph Valentino
places him as a different stock character type than the obviously “criminal” Rico; the intimations
that he is soft add to the depiction of him as an exotic Latin lover type in contrast to Rico's
driven, gun-toting representation of Italian masculinity.
The novel typically shows how people react to Rico’s ambitions and persona, regarding
his fitness as a crime leader and referring to his stereotypical passion and masculine
temperament. For example, Seal Skin, Otero’s gun moll, tells Otero, “"you're a good guy,
Ramon. But dumb. How come you hang after Rico?" (38). When Otero explains that Rico is a
great guy, she responds, “’Yeah? Great, but careless. He'll never die of old age" (38). Otero
cannot believe it and keeps affirming that Rico will be successful. Yet Rico's biggest fault is
killing Police Captain Courtney which starts him on his way to the big time, yet also leads to his
downfall. Douglas Noverr argues that Rico's upbringing and obsessive drive do little to prepare
him for crime boss. In fact, Rico confuses material trappings with real success and power. He
writes that Rico is not capable of what mob bosses like Capone had to do to “insinuate
themselves into society, to establish protection for themselves through high priced lawyers and
bribed officials, to create the appearance of being untouchable, and to put themselves at a
distance from the actual criminal activities” (29).15 Indeed, Capone made crime pay well until he
was arrested for tax evasion. Rico remains a man of the streets, an enforcer rather than a crime
boss.16 He cannot see that his quick temper and reliance on his gun limits him and does not lead
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For more on Capone’s criminal career, see Luciano Iorizzo’s Al Capone: A Biography.

Fran Mason points out that Rico is still more at home behind closed doors because the “public space of the street. .
.
is characterised by tension” (12). Indeed, Rico is portrayed as typical because he chooses to flaunt his power and
walk in the
streets unlike Arnie Lorch or Vettori, yet he is never comfortable there. He never becomes a flaneur, the “wandering
citizen
16
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to respect from his men or rival gangsters. For example, when Vettori finds out that Rico killed
Courtney, he is concerned they will be caught because Rico used his gun. Rico sneers that
everyone is yellow and only Courtney knew who they were.
Rico remains an ethnic stereotype struggling for success, so he pushes out those who
have come before him because the hegemonic system will not let him advance legally. For
example, he removes Vettori because of the man's constant criticisms and his belief that the man
is losing his ability to lead effectively. Burnett writes, “there were many rumors in little Italy
about the passing of Sam Vettori. The full truth, of course, was only guessed at, but the simple
facts were known” (98). Vettori offers Rico a split of his organization, but Rico refuses and
displaces him without a fight as “his growing inability to make decisions had lost him his power,
but it had also saved his life” (147). After he takes over, Rico keeps him around as an asset to
help him take on the Big Boy.
Rico’s vanity and belief that his luck will change forebodes his eventual self-destruction
as he prepares to take on Big Boy and become a successful crime boss, thus the novel illustrates
the immigrant struggle for the American Dream even as it bolsters the tragic gangster narrative
and lays the groundwork for future gangster texts. Flaherty and the Crime Commission accuse
Joe of killing Courtney, and he fingers Rico who goes on the lam as hired killers and the police
search for him. However, before he leaves the city, he follows Vettori’s trial, as well as Joe’s

who moves freely about the urban landscape observing and mapping the city, its buildings, inhabitants, and culture”
(14).
He is not a progressive symbol of modernity, showing how the city is changing. Mason argues that “as a flaneur the
gangster is a free-flowing entity who lives his desires through the uncontrolled movement around both the city and
the
culture of modernity” (15). The tensions of modernity affect him, but he never attains the control of “territory rather
than
simply subjecting the city to his gaze” (15). His inability to move freely through these spaces disciplines him even
as he
moves to other cities to practice his trade.
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turning of evidence. Moreover, his departure mirrors how he had sent other gangsters, like Arnie
Worch, out of the city when they made mistakes. Indeed, his vanity leads to mistakes like
keeping his enemies alive and hoping Joe will rejoin the gang. He ends up in Youngstown, the
place he started his career, and puts together another gang to impress local mobster, Chicago
Red. Yet he rankles under his assumed identity in Youngstown and soon reveals his identity to
the gang because he does not want to be a “lonely Youngstown yegg in a hostile city without
friends or influence” (236). This vanity leads to his demise as the Chicago outfit and the police
soon find him. As he tries to make his escape, his enemies gun him down. His pride is his
downfall even as he justifies that “for the first time in his life he addressed a vague power which
he felt to be stronger than himself” (254).
Employing Burnett as source material, LeRoy’s film is generally seen as an iconic
formative film in the Gangster genre yet, while it paved the way for later films, critics have
viewed it as less important than others. As Shadoian argues, it is “seen as a reservoir of
generic/iconographic motifs and situations” (25). This is because its basic plot elements so
closely follow a familiar structure, the Horatio Alger story cycle in which a “country boy or a
city-bred son of immigrant parents – in either case penniless and without inheritance beyond
with and persistence – sets out to make his fortune” (Brill 11). Yet, as Gerald Peary argues, the
story cycle is very different from earlier film gangsters because usually their “rise to the top was
briefly shown, if at all,” and they generally were not shown murdering their bosses (Caesar 19).
The story is straightforward without flashbacks and unfolds in a sequential order with a
“beginning, middle, and end, rising and falling action, denouement, resolution (Shadoian 17).
This basic outline has informed many gangster narratives, and even though it can be a
particularly hoary plot line, it resonates with the American public by reiterating popular
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conceptions of the American dream.

17

Gangster films have been viewed critically as a twisted version of the American Dream
that prioritizes the negatives of the immigrant experience. Jonathan Munby claims, “Unlike other
central national myths, such as the cowboy and the Western outlaw, the gangster never allows an
escape from the problems of the here and now” (Public 2). These films do not reflect on the past
or feature an unfamiliar landscape, but instead reflect the “inescapable truths of the urban
present” (2). Gangsters conflict with older notions of mythical outlaws, rejecting many promises
of the American Dream. This tension relies on the “distance between the promise of inclusion
and the reality of exclusion” that complicates immigrant ideas concerning America’s national
mythology (3). Indeed, the way that Italian Americans performed Italian culture mirrors
minstrelsy as Italians tried to alleviate the “perceived threat to mainstream American culture
posed by the difference introduced by a wave of Italian immigration” (Gardaphé, Wiseguys 11).18
Gerald Peary argues that 1920s gangster movies followed a different formula than
LeRoy’s Little Caesar, a pattern that stems more from earlier true-crime narratives than the later
immigrant success narratives. Gangster narratives, such as D.W. Griffiths' The Musketeers of Pig
Alley (1912) and Josef von Sternberg’s Underworld (1927), always played with the American
dream idea, but the
gang leader who committed terrible deeds, including murder was allowed to absolve
17

Lesley Brill argues that because America is a country of immigrants, citizens want to buy into this tale, but as the
country
drifted into the “catastrophe of the Great Depression and toward the abattoir of World War Two, the promises of
‘The
American Dream’ began to ring hollow” (11).
Gardaphé argues that minstrelsy can be used to show how gangster narratives became so popular. He writes, “It is
not
long after the waning of the blackface minstrel show in the late nineteenth century that the Italian replaced the
African as a
subject of imitation in popular culture” (Wiseguys 14).
18
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himself gracefully of his sins through heroic sacrifice, often to save the sacred love of a
young and innocent couple. By giving up his life for this moral cause, he would instantly
bring meaning to his existence, demonstrating knowledge of his sins and a desire for
reformation. (Caesar 20)
This scenario mirrors absolution narratives, like ballads and earlier crime morality plays, yet still
resonated in An American Tragedy. Instead of confessing their sins to god, these characters
sacrifice themselves for others. In doing so, they give not only meaning to their existence but
meaning to the story. Their desire for reformation, not success, recalls an older type of hero, one
that is not beholden to the vagaries of early twentieth century American life, but that attempts
true selflessness. Rico never comes to accept death nor does he understand that he is responsible.
He never finds or wants absolution, but instead hopes to understand why he has failed and why
he is ultimately alone.
Thus, gangster films include larger-than-life “heroes” and were popular during the
Depression because of how strong and certain the “heroes” appeared. As Shadoian contends, the
gangster is outside or opposed to “legitimate social order . . . therefore [it] is a way of gaining a
perspective on society by creating worlds and figures that are outside it” (3). He comments on
society’s limits even if he can never join. He is different from the regular outlaw, for example in
the western, because he deliberately breaks rules in a clearly defined social system. Thus, the
gangster is a barometer for how society treats and depicts criminals, how criminals expect to be
treated, and how the media portrays them. Shadoian claims that “if there is a problem the society
is worried about or a fantasy it is ready to support, odds are it can be located in the gangster” (4).
Moreover, the gangster narrative allows the audience access to a “world beneath the surface, and
shows it to us – a literal embodiment of those things that exist but are difficult to see in American
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life” (4). Of course, in more recent filmic depictions of crime, as audiences became more
interested in the criminal thought process, this “underworld becomes less visually and
conceptually specifiable as it is shown merging into the world at large” (4).
In the case of the film version of Little Caesar, the protagonist wants to achieve the
American Dream but becomes a martyr that rails against a society that will never accept him.
The film was released after the Great Depression as the “film industry participated in the debate
over the financial and spiritual health of the country” (Peary Caesar 11). Since studios were
beginning to use the gangster genre to reflect the period’s discontent and general anxiety, these
pictures fell into several categories: either setting up the gangster as a “scapegoat for country’s
economic troubles” or showing the gangster as an ambitious lackey attempting to climb up the
social scale (11). Thus, the film's protagonist is more like the novel’s Rico than he is truly like Al
Capone who was also “experiencing business and personal problems that were exaggerated
versions of the country's ills” (12). In fact, Capone more closely falls into the first category, the
ruthless businessman responsible for society’s troubles. Ultimately, the latter category was a
more common theme in gangster films because it struck a chord with an audience that could
identify.
Mervyn LeRoy's Little Caesar especially welcomes this interpretation, depicting Rico
Bandello (Edward G. Robinson) as a lackey trying to become boss with the help of his friend Joe
Massara (Douglas Fairbanks, Jr.). Indeed, the film shows Rico’s ambition in steps because as
Leroy confides, “he always tried to copy the man higher up, in hopes that he would thus assume
the characteristics and eventually the job of that man” (qtd. in Peary Caesar 19). Two scenarios
embody the success, then failure, story, Rico’s rise to power and Joe’s success as a dancer. Fran
Mason argues that early on the “gangster's immigrant background is set out as his lack of
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opportunity within ideological parameters because of his immigrant status” (9). Rico and Joe
have ambitions to “be somebody,” but this is especially important for Rico who tells Joe,
“Dancing. I don't want no dancing. I'm figuring on making other people dance. Yeah, moneys all
right but it ain't everything. I'll be somebody.” He continually reiterates this as he mugs for the
camera. The film plays up the differences between the city and smaller towns as both Joe and
Rico conflate the city with success. When they get there, Rico joins a criminal gang, gets his
nickname, and soon takes over the gang, displacing Little Arnie by triumphantly robbing The
Bronze Peacock, and eventually replacing the biggest gangster boss, the Big Boy. Joe finds
employment as a dancer, following his dreams and depicting immigrant hard work. Eventually,
Rico falls from power and is gunned down, while Joe and his love interest, Olga (Glenda Farrell)
“gaze at each other as embodiments of success” (Brill 17). Indeed, Brill argues that Joe and
Olga's relationship is a subplot “in which the success-story is presented without criminal
deformation” presenting “models for the right road to happiness and success” (12).
Thus, the film allows viewers to see two forms of the immigrant attempt at success, yet
privileges Joe’s honest efforts. In the novel, after Joe betrays Rico, he and Olga are never
mentioned again, so the film makes an argument for Joe's virtuous, traditional path to success.
The film covers most of the novel’s themes and follows its basic story line, but emphasizes Joe
more strongly to provide a foil for Rico’s evil deeds. According to Mason, the film subverts this
pattern by portraying Rico as a hard worker who ignores the “pleasures that Joe embraces” even
as he becomes illegitimate due to the “excess he displays and his use of violence, and not his
desire for success” (10). Indeed, the film presents Rico and Joe as a couple “who spend more
time with each other than with women [which] generates a subtext of homo-eroticism that sets
the gangster genre outside of the usual Oedipal trajectory” (10). Furthermore, when Joe
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abandons Rico, Otero replaces him in this role as the latter takes on the role of admirer and rival
for his love.
The film reiterates the idea that “crime does not pay,” even as it gives some cachet to the
gangster lifestyle. Its depiction of violence, although not at the level of more modern gangster
films, is substantial, and it shows murders in some detail and characters enact revenge on the
screen, both subjects that the Hays Code later forbid. The Code states that crimes against the law
“shall never be presented in such a way as to show sympathy with the crime as against law and
justice or to inspire others with a desire for imitation” (Hays Code). Unlike the novel, the
gangsters are generally one-dimensional, but Rico has a debonair flair that pits him as capable of
being an eventual victor and at other times filling a Robin Hood role. His smooth talk and
bombast give him an appeal for the little guys in the audience bucking the idea that crime might
not pay. The novel’s dialogue becomes snappy patter that appears less realistic, more Hollywood,
and more prone to catch phrases, i.e. Robinson’s finishing sentences with, “see”. It was certainly
tailored for imitation in other gangster films as well as comedic spoofs.
Rico embodies the concept of the immigrant made good that was popular in Hollywood
during the prohibition era, such as James Cagney’s Tom Powers in The Public Enemy (1931) and
Paul Muni’s Tony Camonte in Scarface (1932). Gangsters became not just objects of derision but
were beginning to become celebrities under increased media attention. Different immigrant
groups featured in many early gangster films, but Italian Americans featured in the most popular.
Norma Bouchard contends that films, such as Little Caesar and Scarface, “did much more than
feed the audience's daily appetite for stories of urban forms of gangterism” (70). By basing
characters on Al Capone, they took advantage of conceptions of Italian identity and “achieved
the paradigmatic construction of the Italian ethnic subject as the 'true' urban criminal” (70). Rico,
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yet again, does not directly represent Capone, although both men have similar ethnic
backgrounds and started their “initial professions as rabidly ambitious gunmen” (Peary Classic
American Novel 288). Instead he portrays an early stereotype of an Italian urban criminal with a
loud, blustery manner and a strong accent. His actions help connect immigrant culture to the
underground criminal world, connections that are reinforced by criminals with mostly Italian
names. Gerald Peary contends that the “Al Capone personage is split between Rico on the rise
and Big Boy at the top” (288).
The film goes to great lengths to play up connections to Capone not evident in Burnett’s
novel and, in doing so, reinforces the character’s habits as stereotypically Italian. In the novel,
Rico fastidiously dresses and combs his hair. He does this in the film but also buys the best
clothes and lives ostentatiously. Peary argues the character matches Time’s real-life depictions of
Capone, including physical descriptions and the glamorous trappings of his bedroom complete
“with fine furniture and oriental rugs . . . the sheets and pillow cases were silk and
monogrammed” (Classic American Novel 290). Rico’s apartment is a mockup of both Al
Capone’s and the character from the novel, showing just how fruitful the gangster lifestyle can be
until the law catches up.
The film adds many scenes that mirror instances of real-life violence and references to
true events and people to ostensibly generate more interest by referencing events fresh in the
public’s mind. Other characters, besides Rico, are changed to resemble real-life people as Burnett
never referred to any obvious historical figures. For example, when Rico comes to Chicago, the
city is under the control of “Diamond Pete” Montana, an obvious analog to “Diamond” Jim
Colosimo, the Boss of Chicago when Capone came from New York, who also loved diamonds.
In the novel, the character has no real affinity to a real-life person and is only known as Pete
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Montana, yet one of the screenwriters Robert N. Lee added topical true-crime elements. In both
the movie and the book, Tony is gunned down on the steps of a Catholic church, just as Hymie
Weiss19 was in real life, but in the movie Tony is given a huge funeral procession just like Dion
O’Banion historically received. Ostensibly, these events could have been based on any number
of crimes occurring in Chicago during the Capone years or before.
The film differs from the novel in the way it portrays these relationships between
characters as it fills a historically defined world with characters with Italian names, while the
novel offers greater insight into the characters’ internal lives. In the film, they exist in an
immigrant world, and never go beyond period stereotypes, even though the reimagined character
types more closely parallel real-life crime figures. These racial depictions are mostly negative
except for Joe Massara who succeeds where his friend fails. As Bouchard notes, Joe as portrayed
by Douglas Fairbanks, is demonstrably the “least ethnic of the Italian characters . . . in full
command of the English language, tall, and very Nordic-looking” (72). In the novel, Burnett
describes him as Gentleman Joe Massara who “looks more like a movie actor than a gunman”
(221). His redemption is completed through his union with Olga, a Russian immigrant.
Incidentally, Burnett was disappointed in the ethnic portrayal of the characters because he
wanted Italian-American actors to play the roles and was only satisfied with Robinson's
performance: “It's an Italian picture, and not an Italian in it. Stanley Fields, William Collier Jr.,
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Weiss, born Henry Earl J. Wojciechowski, was part of O'Banion's gang and was killed along with Paddy Murray
on October 11, 1926. He had taken over O'Bannion's gang after the leader's death in 1924. In the novel, Tony Passa
was going to rat out the gang, so he had to be eliminated. In the newspaper story, it is called just “Another Gang
Killing,” and Sam Vettori denies “all knowledge of the shooting and intimated that it was the work of a rival gang . .
. police say that this is likely” (Burnett 93). The actual news story about Weiss' death points to the extent of
organized crime activity in Chicago at the time, discussing how Weiss and Capone were rivals for the beer and
alcohol market. Burnett had limited his criminal gang activity to stickups. His newspaper stories intimate that the
fictional cops have less insight into solving these crimes than real ones, perhaps giving Rico the idea that he is
unstoppable. Readers are given insight through the relationships between the criminals, while the public does not
know what is going on at all in the seedy underworld.
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Doug Fairbanks, Jr. – isn't that ridiculous?” (qtd. in Mate and McGilligan 58). However,
Robinson’s casting plays with the concept of the ethnic “other,” although he is Romanian-born
Jewish not Italian, very different than the WASP sounding names of the film’s other actors cast.
Furthermore, Rico is looking for more than just control and desperately wants to find a
place to belong. Rico is ultimately alone because he has no family connections, he “has no past
home, only the dim knowledge that he comes from elsewhere than the big city” (Mason 18). As
Fran Mason points out his ideas are more representative of the small town, so other mobsters
view him as an outsider, which is untypical for an early gangster narrative. He writes that Rico
“is shown to be an outsider when he joins Sam Vettori's outfit because Vettori sees Rico as both
provincial and outmoded in his violent impulses;” moreover, Rico is often outside of the
gangsters around the card table even as the viewers see them through Rico's eyes (11). Mason
argues that Rico's fight against the gang's wishes becomes “one of gangster film's dominant
motifs” (11). He is a symbol of excess and spectacle, a “force for chaos and excess whereas the
gangs themselves represent restraint and discipline” (11). Even when he is in control, the gang
never becomes a tight knit organization as Rico sees the other members as people he can control
and not a family. The only substitute family he has consists of Joe and his surrogate mother, who
is also his fence, and hides him from the police, Ma Magdalena (Lucille La Verne). Notably, the
film does not include a character like Blondy Belle; instead, men always surround him. While the
novel places a large emphasis on the interactions between men, Rico still has a moll and presents
a very masculine, heterosexual image. His social sphere more readily accepts his homosocial
relationships, yet the film problematizes them by not including a female love interest. Thus, the
film positions Rico differently by emphasizing a possible homosexual subtext because Rico is
jealous Olga and Joe’s relationship, and Otero fawns over him looking “up at Rico with a
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rapturous desire that, unlike Rico, he barely bothers to sublimate” (Doherty 147). Peary argues
that he is “best understood as a symbol of the Depression, a person completely dislocated,
solitary, forlorn” (Peary Caesar 18). He is alone except, mostly for his male gang, but never truly
accepts homosocial bonds or anyone else.
Nor does he ever achieve the American Dream even though he makes a heroic effort to
succeed. When he dies in the gutter, he is a speechless representation of this failed dream; in the
novel, Rico’s last words are self-mythologizing: “Mother of God . . . is this the end of Rico?”
(Burnett 255). Yet his death at Flaherty’s hands is fortuitous in the film; Flaherty has seemingly
shadowed him throughout the film appearing whenever Rico runs into trouble or achieves his
greatest glory. Although he appears in the novel, he never gets Rico because as Burnett claims,
“he just fades out of the picture like he naturally would” (qtd. in Mate and McGilligan 58).
Flaherty is a haughty Irish cop who is not as clearly defined as the other immigrant characters,
except for, perhaps, setting the standard for other stereotypical Irish cops. In the film, he wants to
arrest Rico and cuff him but is cheated when he is forced to kill his nemesis. Thus, Rico’s death
ultimately allows society, as defined by law here, to prevail.
Produced over 40 years later, Black Caesar was originally meant to be a gangster vehicle
for Sammy Davis Jr., but when this project did not reach fruition director and writer, Larry
Cohen reworked it as an independently produced Blaxploitation picture for American
International Pictures. Davis was interested in starring in a film, “rather than playing a stooge for
Dean Martin and Frank Sinatra” (qtd. in Walker, Rausch, and Watson 48). His manager, Sy
Marsh, approached Cohen to write a treatment for an unspecified studio, and the director
suggested a gangster film in the vein of the classic Warner Bros. Films. He observes that
“Sammy was a little guy, but so was Edward G. Robinson and James Cagney. They were great as
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gangsters, and I felt we could do a black gangster movie” (49). The project fell through,
however, because Sammy was unable to pay for the treatment because of problems with the
Internal Revenue Service. Cohen shopped the project to Sam Arkoff at American International,
who produced Blaxploitation films. Andrew J. Rausch, David Walker, and Chris Watson contend
that Cohen’s 1972 directorial debut, Bone, had impressed the studio because he could get a great
performance from Yaphet Kotto. He acquired the studios’ favor as a “white director who could
work well with black actors” (47).
The movie borrows from LeRoy’s Little Caesar but becomes a radically different text due
to how it reimagines the themes in a different cultural context for the Blaxploitation audience.20
When it was released, many critics “recognized that the ‘blaxploitation’ formula merely
borrowed old Hollywood formulas initially popular with white audiences . . . changed the color
of the hero’s skin and discarded the form after it served box-office purposes” (Williams 112).
While this is true for some films that carried the label, Black Caesar reconfigures genre tropes
creating a hero that based on an earlier white character, but changing and redefining him so that
he represents a truly flawed, yet original, black protagonist. Cohen points out,
our picture had its share of violence, but it all had something to do with the integral
storyline or

integral racism of America. It was about using teenage kids to run drugs

and money in the

underworld manipulated by the police department. And it turns out

to be true. They were using black teenage kids to do this. All the stuff I made up turned
out to be true. I just basically

concocted what turned out to be the truth. (qtd. in

Walker, Rausch, and Watson 50-51)

Cohen intended the film to be “like Little Caesar and The Public Enemy . . . In Black Caesar, he loses everything
and
ends up in the gutter” (qtd. in Walker, Rausch, and Watson 48).
20
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In fact, because Cohen shot the film guerilla-style in Harlem without the necessary permits,
hoods approached and tried to shake them down. Since there was no money to pay them the crew
recruited them to be in the film and add authenticity. He claims, “I even had them put in the ad
campaign, on the poster. After that, we owned Harlem. We never had any problem doing
anything we wanted” (51).
The urban elements they contain and their intended black urban audience often define
Blaxploitation films, so categorizing them as a genre is difficult because many could fall easily
into various other genres, such as action or horror. Novotny Lawrence points out that the label
Blaxploitation remains reductionistic because it “fails to assign individual films to their
respective genres” (22). He argues that they were typically made between 1970 and 1975 by both
black and white directors to initially “exploit the black film audience” (18). An offshoot of
exploitation genres, Blaxploitation contains elements of violence and sex and generally has a low
budget but its main appeal lies in the racial and class divides with which it clearly struggles.
Lawrence argues that the “movement began with the release of Cotton Comes to Harlem (1970),
which was followed by germinal films such as Sweet Sweetback's Baadassss Song (1970), Shaft
(1971), and Super Fly (1972)” (18).
Typically, Blaxploitation films follow a formula that is not dissimilar from that of
gangster films, especially in how they approach class and race. These films usually feature a
black hero or heroine who is socially and politically aware and is instilled with a deep class and
race consciousness. They “survive in and navigate the establishment while maintaining their
blackness” (Lawrence 18). Thus, they can hold jobs within and without the system and operate to
help the black community. These films feature a plethora of black supporting characters and
black urban landscapes with whites cast as villains and members of the oppressive system. In this
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sense, the gangster film’s immigrant story is reconfigured, as black characters must rise to power
in a system that does not understand them or recognize their value. These characters will do
anything necessary to overcome the racist and classist system as they attempt to solve black
America’s problems.
African American folklore concepts, including various trickster figures and the
conception of the archetypal “bad man,” influence the heroes in Black Caesar and other films in
the Blaxploitation cycle. These stories and ballads built on trickster tale traditions that helped
blacks “address the dehumanizing conditions that had been imposed on them by the institution of
slavery” (Nyawalo 464). In many African American trickster tales, the plot involves a small
animal who tricks a more powerful creature through resourcefulness and wit. Nyawalo contends
that these tales allow the slave a way to maneuver between their own world view and their
master’s through the “trickster’s ability to see himself through the eyes of others while
simultaneously maintaining an ‘authentic’ self-image that he has constructed for him or herself
and through which his subversive actions are performed” (464). Thus, the trickster’s actions
allow for autonomy by revealing a possible solution to the problem that prioritizes the
remembrance of one’s own culture. Relying on their own culture, African Americans reinforced
their own identity and cultural touchstones. In this way, they become Robin Hood figures
because they steal and borrow from the hegemonic culture, but still create a sense of cultural
identity.
For African American culture, the trickster showed how slaves could avoid the master’s
value system through trickery and wit or reapplication of their own cultural values, so long as
they never overreached or borrowed too heavily from white culture. This rejection of the system
is what led to the “bad man” motif still prevalent in hip hop culture. These characters could
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escape from the normative culture through subversion, and provide a vicarious outlet for those
unable to escape racism. In fact, they created entirely new personas depending on the situation,
often relying on double consciousness. Nyawalo shows that the animal trickster figures, such as
Brer Rabbit and Brer Bear soon morphed into John the human trickster and the old master, a
relationship where John uses his humanity to trick the master. Nyawalo points out that “enslaved
Africans thus discovered that they could exploit their master’s pejorative view of their humanity
to their own ends” (465). This type of figure morphed into the “bad man” in the 1890s after the
onset of Jim Crow as the John character transformed “into characters that could reflect better the
new social conditions that African Americans encountered in the aftermath of their
‘emancipation’” (465). Essentially, the white master was replaced with the white boss as blacks
were continually subjugated under white laws and newly legalized forms of oppression. Cultural
forces of emancipation subsumed the trickster figure’s positive behavioral traits and turned them
into criminal or outlaw acts. The “bad man” was forced to commit what society deemed to be
outlaw acts in to remain authentic and maintain autonomy against larger social forces.
This “bad man” still stands against larger society by maintaining double consciousness
and continually defining the boundaries between authentic self and hegemonic society. “Bad
men” in the eyes of white law, they purport to be heroic figures to their own communities.
Moreover, they frequent different spaces, such as Juke Joints and saloons, then others in the
community, sustaining a distance that adds to their autonomy. These “bad men” are different
from the Italian American gangster because they remain openly defiant, instead of reticent; their
public personas are not factored to avoid difference. Unlike Italian American “bad men” who
navigate “inbetweenness” to join hegemonic culture, or fly under the radar, black “bad men”
created different personas to maintain their own identities in the face of systemic racism.
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Once African Americans were emancipated, they looked at the “bad man” attitude as a
refusal of white abuse and realized that those slaves who overtly challenged the master could be
viewed as heroic. As John W. Roberts points out, in “studies of the black badman as folk hero,
folklorists have consistently painted a portrait of this figure as a champion of violence, directed
primarily at the black community” (173). During slavery, blacks feared individuals who directly
challenged the masters' authority “through open defiance, violence, and confrontation to improve
their lot . . . regardless of the consequences of their actions for their own or the slave
community's welfare” (176). After emancipation, this changed as slaves no longer had to rebel
against masters and blacks started viewing it as “free and open expression of citizenship” (177).
This changing perception gave the archetype a semblance of respectability and realized its
“advantages for protecting black communal values” (180). However, as Roberts argues, the “bad
nigger” “prototype for the badman in black folk heroic literature have considered neither the
factors important to an understanding of black culture-building after emancipation as they refer
to law and white violence, nor the subtleties of black verbal usage in the folklore embodying
their exploits” (180). Roberts contends that two words: “bad” and “nigger” are paramount to
understanding how the “bad man” became an influential folklore figure. “Bad men” characters
and the “bad nigger” trope were not considered interchangeable and the use of the word “bad”
shifted meaning as people started pronouncing it with a prolonged “a” sound when they added
heroic elements to it. The word “nigger” increased in use as a derogatory term in the white
community after emancipation, but it also changed connotations in African American
communities in several ways.21 It was used to not only “indicate a special and often intimate
relationship between the speaker and the other” as well as a pejorative description, to indicate
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that an individual’s actions reflected behavioral norms inconsistent with the aspirations and
values of the majority of black people” (181).
The white community influenced black autonomy and folklore through laws that
continued to punish African Americans, directing their aggression towards all black people
because of a few offenders. Indeed, white perceptions of black attitudes and Anglo-American
outlaws and trickster figures affected the creation of black folk heroes as much as the black
community’s traditional values. Roberts argues that “outlaws in Anglo-American tradition did
not achieve their celebrated status because they literally responded to an act of individual
persecution by the law, but rather because there existed among their 'people' a general perception
of the law and the institutions that it supported as persecutorial” (182). However, because black
and whites perceive the legal system differently, the folk hero takes on different attributes for
each group. White Americans, just like their European counterparts, had a far different view
because they thought that the law protected their interests and outlaws could only be deemed
heroic “under extraordinary conditions and in well-defined situations” (182). For example,
Italian American “bad men” started as rebels against hegemony, but through assimilation, they
reached new levels of upward mobility, and their story has become closer to the American Dream
story. In contrast, African Americans had no reason to trust the law or believe that it had their
interests in mind. Even the legal rights granted them after emancipation were quickly removed
and new laws were instituted to limit their remaining rights. Thus, African Americans
internalized the “bad man” to help them subvert the white system and separate themselves from
the legal system by visibly questioning its credibility.
Ultimately, the black “bad man” archetype supports community values by allowing
blacks a vicarious autonomy that clearly fits into traditional views of the outlaw hero. Eric
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Hobsbawm argues presciently that outlaw heroic traditions have often constituted as heroic
actions under conditions that threaten values, writing that these figures come to the “defense or
restoration of the traditional order of things 'as it should be' (which in traditional societies means
as it is believed to have been in some real or mythical past” (qtd in Roberts 183). Thus, folk
figures take on a mythic Robin Hood role and “act against those individuals and/or institutions
who appear to be the beneficiaries of the oppression” (183). Hobsbawm claims that black
communities wanted things to return to a traditional order, “a new world without evil” that would
give them freedoms they never had (184). John W. Roberts contends that blacks saw white law
and rules as the main roadblock to this world; this disappointment reinforced the concept of the
“bad man” as a folk hero.22 As Roberts argues, the “bad man” archetype must be viewed “not
only within the tradition of black folk heroic creation begun during slavery but also as an outlaw
folk hero” (184). Changes after emancipation led blacks to view the “bad nigger” archetype with
fresh eyes, but the values that their communities always believed in continued to play a part.
Black Caesar is a hybrid or merging of a classical gangster and Blaxploitation film that
borrows from each to create a messy convergence of the genres. Tony Williams points out that
the film broke the rules of Blaxploitation by “presenting its hero as both contaminated by false
values and destructive to everyone near him” (13). Its plot and storyline closely echo earlier texts
because it remains a story about class and ethnicity, yet Cohen “added his own particular
interrogative vision to the generic formula and completely undermined it” (13). Tommy Gibbs
(Fred Williamson) represents an updated version of Rico and must overcome similar problems,
but his presentation of a “bad man” messily distorts the Blaxploitation formula by following the
22
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tragic gangster arc. He confronts not just the class and race concerns of the underprivileged
immigrant Rico regarding the mob but turns his back on his own community to do so. Because
he is a black man, the mafia views him as lower than themselves, so he turns the tables on them
and returns their racism in full measure. Of course, LeRoy's film never treated racism and
classism in such a visceral and problematic way. The period of the film’s creation only allowed
him to hint at problems with bigotry, never to directly approach them with dialogue, except
within the framework of the characters’ accents.
Tommy Gibbs transcends and rejects the racist and classist system of the mafia in his bid
for power but internalizes and replicates it. He is not beyond serving only himself and becomes a
“bad man” who breaks the rules of anyone who stands in his way.23 In this way, he is more like
Rico than most other Blaxploitation heroes. He does not help the community nor does he attempt
to solve the problems of Black America. Tony Williams argues that Tommy has “bought into the
American Dream by using the same ruthless violent methods of his white oppressors” (21).
Violence in the film is different from other Blaxploitation films because Cohen intended it to be
not violence for its own sake that was just “monotonous and vulgar . . . but all had something to
do with the integral storyline or integral racism of America” (qtd. in Walker, Rausch, and Watson
50). Rico’s friend and former associate, Joe, is not a dancer here. In fact, he represents the noble
male character who could have been the hero in another period film. He is conscientious and
cares about the community, even though he too is a tragic figure who does not live up to his
potential.
Race politics serve as a backdrop for each character's individual quest for power and
acceptance. The film is set in a black urban area and the oppressors tend to be racist whites who
23
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take advantage of those in the neighborhood. The film’s opening scene set on September 5, 1953,
quickly establishes this dynamic as a white man stops to get his shoes shined by a young Tommy.
He kneels to shine the man’s shoes in a clearly subordinate position. Later, he will put McKinney
(Art Lund) in the same subservient position as the camera again mixes high and low angle shots.
McKinney is a crooked cop who has risen to power through graft and corruption. He teaches
Tommy a valuable lesson in retribution because after the boy brings him an envelope containing
graft money, McKinney cripples him with a nightstick, claiming that he stole some of the money
because “they wouldn't dare shortchange me.” From the beginning, the scene is rife with racism
and classist overtones. McKinney questions why Tommy is there: “Niggers aren’t allowed in this
building.” Tommy's reaction is understandably indignant, and he fights back. Like Rico, he is
street smart, yet naïve, and never checks his tongue, making a lifelong enemy of McKinney who
is happy to find another target for his frustration. McKinney sends him to jail after beating him,
an act that will not go unpunished. Like Tommy, McKinney is a victim of the system. He lives in
a rundown section of the city like Tommy and resorts to taking bribes, just as Tommy turns to
petty theft. Moreover, the dominant capitalistic system controls both and leads them to privilege
money as a solution. Similarly, McKinney is an immigrant who is as disrespected as Tommy.
Williams contends that he can only “vent his racial hatred against someone lower on the ladder
than he is” (113). Truthfully, he and Tommy are flip sides of the same coin as both attempt to
escape the system through crime. McKinney has a far greater hand in shaping Tommy than
Flaherty shaped Rico – their lives often parallel each other’s. The film twists and reshapes the
cop/criminal dynamic until neither is more heroic than the other.
The adult Tommy walks with a noticeable limp; the promise of violence has already
changed him, and he attempts to achieve mobility by paying back the white community for their
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kindness. The film presents him as a marred form of black masculinity, and it foreshadows his
fall, although he first appears as a heroic figure in the community, sporting the look of the “bad
man” hero. He makes a trademark Blaxploitation entrance accompanied by a funky James Brown
soundtrack that is as ubiquitous for the genre as the urban environment.24 New York is as
meaningful to the film as Chicago is to the novel; the characters are true to the city’s ethnicity,
which dominates them. Williams argues, “Manhattan’s affluent skyscraper area acts as a social
force determining a character’s destiny” (110). The places that prohibit blacks are an effective
barrier to success, but this just makes Tommy want it more. Instead of following his own
individualistic path or building on the black community’s success, he takes over white spaces
because he believes that will lead to upward mobility. In doing so, he infuriates both the black
community and the white one he is trying to overcome. Thus, unlike stereotypical Blaxploitation
heroes, who find empowerment in bucking the white system, his criminal actions solidify him as
an heir to the classical gangster trajectory. He never finds empowerment because he takes
advantage of his own community and can never fit into the one he is trying to join. He can never
assimilate like Italian gangsters nor find acceptance on his own terms.
Tommy has a harder time than Rico because the city’s organized crime is as racist and
violent as McKinney and is recognizably part of the white power structure. He takes his
campaign directly to Mafia boss Cardoza (Val Avery) with a move too audacious even for Rico,
and that pre-code Hollywood would not have allowed, dropping a victim's ear into the man's
spaghetti. He boasts that he is invisible to the other gangsters because he is black, but that he
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knows how to play their game. This invisibility recalls the Italian-American silence concerning
their perceived image. Interestingly, Cardoza tells him, “Each time you speak Sicilian, it's like a
dubbed-in movie.” Indeed, Tommy plays their game, always grabbing white symbols of power,
as Joe Washington (Philip Roye) blames him for going after “whitey's house and whitey's
women,” accusing him of not being “one of us” and wanting to own people.25 Tommy's ploy that
he is invisible is effective, and Cardoza gives him “undesirable” territory in Harlem. Thus, the
film comments on the differences between Tommy’s experience as a black American and the
Mafia’s more comfortable position as part of white culture. Although Italian Americans once
learned to be invisible, as Gardaphé contends, within the eyes of hegemonic culture, Tommy
realizes that black culture can never become invisible in this sense. He is invisible because they
ignore him not because he is accepted. Thus, although he never has social mobility, he can
achieve things in urban areas that white gangsters cannot but can never be part of white society.
Tommy’s “bad man” pose also inverts the typical heroism of Blaxploitation, continually
using those around him to achieve his selfish goals as he emulates the white crime bosses. Unlike
Blaxploitation heroes like Shaft or Superfly, he never escapes the violence or uses his racial
identity in a positive way to affect change in the community. For example, he makes connections
with powerful black community members and uses Reverend Rufus's (D'Urville Martin)
religious organization as a front for money laundering. Joe, who remains seemingly more heroic,
wants him to give back to the community, but Tommy opts to emulate rich whites and continue
his grab for power. In fact, he demeans his own heritage if it gets him favor with his white
employees, using racist slurs like “jungle bunny” and providing them as cheap disposable labor
to Cardoza, telling him, “Who said Lincoln freed the slaves?” Tommy also bribes his way into
25
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owning a house where his mother (Minnie Gentry) is a housekeeper and wishes to give it to her
along with a “couple of white girls to do the housework and a snooty chauffeur to drive you
around.” He cannot understand her shame when he takes her job away; although she protests, she
cannot do anything else, telling him, “They'd hang me off the building. Jewish Folk aren't even
allowed in here.” As Williams argues, he “believes as much in the false ideology of family values
as he does in an equally illusionary American Dream of economic success” (116). Williams
posits that he continually emulates the “white social structure while condemning members of his
own race to social deprivation” (114). He uses Helen (Gloria Hendry), his girlfriend, to carry out
criminal acts and eventually rapes her in a scene that proves he could never be a hero. This
problematic scene separates him from the black community and underscores his dichotomous
need to join the hegemonic society. Williams contends that he “uses Helen like a body slave on a
pre-Civil War plantation and rapes her when she does not respond to his advances” (115).
Tommy's actions confront the more uncomfortable elements of the black criminal stereotype,
reifying what white society has always thought of the “bad man” stereotype. He thinks he can fix
his family and life through money, yet never makes a valid effort to help anyone, resorting to
using them for his own selfish gains. Truly, Cohen's film problematizes Tommy's ambitions,
sexualizing how he takes advantage of others in sharp contrast to LeRoy's film, which opts to
portray Rico's gang affiliations as homosocial. Both films show the loneliness of gangster
protagonists as they do what they think is necessary to make it to the top, yet Black Caesar stops
at nothing to show how Tommy's choices lead to tragedy, despite the best wishes of his
community and friends.
He ingratiates himself to his Italian bosses by speaking Sicilian, and although it is
demeaning, it underscores his goal to become like them. Thus, he makes a bold bid to become
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part of the white power structure they symbolize. In one key scene, he finally deposes Cardoza,
killing his men in a bloodbath and telling him he will keep him on the payroll as a “token white.”
This scene is a blatant reversal of how he was treated earlier, and taking what is theirs is like
getting his revenge on McKinney. However, no matter how he protests hegemonic society, he
still wants to join more than he wants to create something new and always hurts those around
him. Helen eventually marries Joe, but their connection to Tommy causes nothing but problems.
When the mob finally targets Tommy, McKinney threatens them. Helen, like Olga, appears to
help Tommy only to set him up. Joe ends up dying after he tries to help Tommy escape. In Black
Caesar, none of the characters achieves the American Dream. Tommy and Joe die, and Helen is
left alone.
Yet unlike other Blaxploitation heroes, who adopt a clearer variation on the “bad man”
motif, Tommy does not get straightforward revenge on his white oppressors. Instead, his revenge
problematizes race and power relations and shows how futile this immigrant quest for the
American Dream can be. After an attempted assignation leaves Tommy wounded, he goes to
Coleman's office to look for ledgers, his last form of leverage. McKinney is there attempting to
set him up for Coleman’s murder. The cop, wanting to put him back in his place by showing him
nothing has changed, mocks and humiliates him by making him reenact the role of shoeshine
boy. This scene reemphasizes the parallels between Tommy and McKinney. Like many gangster
films, including Little Caesar, that show the cops engaged in an almost symbiotic relationship as
they pursue the criminals, the film continually plays up the similarities between the two. Tommy
retaliates by humiliating McKinney before killing him. He blackens his face with shoe polish and
makes him sing Al Jolson's “Mammy,” forcing McKinney into the role he had played years
earlier. Putting him in blackface is the ultimate humiliation, pointing to his lowered position, and

125
reemphasizing Tommy’s efforts to become symbolically white. Not only does he mock him with
a symbol of his lower-class upbringing and further racialize their relationship, he reiterates how
similar the two men are: “the film champions neither McKinney’s past assault nor Tommy’s
present revenge. Both are vicious acts sanctified by an American society founded upon an
oppressive system of power relationships” (Williams 118). In doing so, the film emphasizes how
monstrous Tommy has become. A montage juxtaposes the past and present, cutting between
shots of Tommy getting revenge and McKinney beating the younger Tommy. The two are
equated in both violence and chronology, but the “audience is also placed in the victim's
perspective by experiencing the assault” from a low angle perspective (117). The juxtaposition
clearly shows that both have failed because they are victims of a system that favors power and
money. Tommy gets his revenge, but his violent tactics differ little from those of his oppressors
and he confirms the white power structure.
In the last scene of the film, as he heads home to Harlem, Tommy is ultimately repudiated
for his actions in what amounts to confirmation of the hegemonic system. Black gang members
who have no idea who he is kill him.26 This parallels Rico's death in LeRoy's Little Caesar in the
sense that Rico wanted to famous. When he disappears, he needs to make sure they know what
he has accomplished. His community and the wider world know Tommy even less; he has
maintained a sense of the invisibility he discussed. The film never provides newspaper headlines,
but proves strikingly that for all Tommy's fame, he is still utterly alone. Before the credits,
Tommy had participated in an attack on another unknown man. The story has come full circle.
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Tommy has not made any actual impact on his community at all.
In view of their presentation of the Gangster’s rise and fall, each film version of Burnett's
novel examines different cultural notions of the American Dream. Both Little Caesar and Black
Caesar take then current cultural ideas and forms to expand on Burnett’s original story. As
morality plays, they both work within their cultural zeitgeist and revise an age-old tale that works
as long as people are looking for escapist films with which they can identify. Both Tommy and
Rico provide an outlet for viewers who can imagine themselves in similar roles, bucking the
system or breaking society’s conventions. Attraction to these characters can be justified because
they provide an escape, even as they do horrible things. Their struggles remain relevant as long
as there is social injustice and ethnic tension. Gangsters have changed, as Fred L. Gardaphé
contends, from a “singular individual whose gang was dissolved when he was jailed, killed, or
reformed” to a “more thoughtful, well-rounded figure; a man who thinks before he acts, who
rarely pulls the trigger of a gun” (Wiseguys xvii).
As the next chapter shows crime fiction became more introspective in the 1950s, and this
has influenced how gangsters act in fiction and in real portrayals. Accordingly, the representation
of the gangster has changed, moving “from the status of a common criminal to a trope that can
explain much about Italian culture and American society,” as well as other cultures, including
black culture, that have been portrayed in gangster narratives (Wiseguys xvii). The heroes in
these films are not perfect; they update ethnic and racial stereotypes to create flawed outlaw
characters that not only foreshadow 1950s psychological analysis but also reinforce the
difficulties that immigrants and blacks have in maintaining authentic identities as they attempt to
achieve the American Dream.

CHAPTER THREE
LOU FORD'S INTROSPECTION: JIM THOMPSON'S THE KILLER INSIDE ME AND
THE KILLER'S PSYCHOLOGY
Jim Thompson’s 1952 novel The Killer Inside Me is regarded as a prototypical Roman
Noir; however, the Oklahoma native's definitive book is also a primary example of the true-crime
trend toward deep psychological portrayals of primary characters that became prevalent during
the 1950s.1 Roman Noir is the literary term often used for noir fiction that has descended from
hardboiled fiction and typically includes a criminal or victim narrator; the novel presents a sheriff deputy
who goes on a killing spree, while analyzing his own actions. Indeed, the novel anticipated the serial

killer phenomenon that has been covered in great detail since the 1970s. Two film adaptations,
Burt Kennedy's 1976 film and Michael Winterbottom's 2010 version, both with the same title as
the book, further played with notions of character psychology. Even though Thompson's text is
not a true-crime narrative, it borrows from the cases he covered as a true-crime writer,
accounting for the trend of psychological depth and presenting a detailed accounting of its
protagonist, Lou Ford, as he carries out his murders. The novel is a deep, psychological study of
a psychopath through the eyes of a killer into a world of unparalleled depravity.2

1
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The term was created to separate Noir fiction from Film Noir.

Although not the first in-depth fictional or fictionalized account of a criminal psyche, Thompson's novel is an
early attempt at immersion into the criminal mind that paved the way for the psychological examinations of killers
prominent in true-crime books after the 60s. It even anticipated the serial killer boom of the 80s, while
representatively and viscerally covering what was happening in 1950s true-crime narratives.
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Thompson's early professional output included writing for true-crime magazines because they
paid a better rate than the local magazines, which were commonly devoted to the oil and
agricultural industries, and helped him support his family in a more lucrative manner.1
Thompson's early years were intense and provided a lot of material for his crime writing. His
father was the sheriff of Caddo County, and his early work experience included a stint at a hotel
selling bootleg liquor and time in the oil fields. Writing for the pulps, he earned a good income as
there was a high demand for such stories, and writers could make as much as a nickel a page
which provided “means to develop their craft” (Goodstone xv). Robert Polito writes, he “had
been hustling unsigned $25 squibs to the fact-detective magazines at least since freshman year of
college,” and his first byline, “The Strange Death of Eugene Kling,” appeared in True Detective's
November 1935 issue and covered the murder of a young Fort Worth man (187).
These stories, later published in an anthology titled Fireworks, take place between 1919
and 1935 and follow a specific true-crime formula similar to that used in detective fiction: a
sheriff or police officer as narrator, “one or two red herrings to keep the reader guessing, the
villains are usually cocky and too clever for their own good, and the police always solve the
crime by deduction and dogged detective work” (Yarbrough 204). However, Thompson often
rewrote true-crime stories in first person, revising them to create more suspense. His early truecrime writing depicted a typical “crime does not pay” narrative, including solved crimes,
punished killers, and the reintroduction of order.
He would spend most of his later career inverting and changing this formula because of
his personal experiences and disposition. His sister claimed that even though he borrowed from
1
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true-crime narratives and wrote about murderers and con men, he “couldn't stand to read
anything in the paper that was a horror story – the murders and the other things that happen, they
just made him cringe. He was also on the shy side, and he hated to go to the scene of a crime,
look up the sheriff, and do the interviews” (qtd in Polito 188). She and their mother often did this
legwork, collecting clippings and recording notes on murders. He and members of his family
even “posed in some reenactments of the lurid crimes” (Yarbrough 203).
Oddly enough, the novel and much of Thompson's work appeared for a crime hungry
market that might have not appreciated Thompson's viewpoint or understood his critique, the
1950's paperback audience – “all but three of the twenty-six novels he published between 1942
and 1973 were paperback originals” (Polito 5). Robert Polito argues, “paperback originals in the
early 1950s contrived a bridge between the pulps and mainstream publishing” (340). These
publishing houses typically treated these paperbacks like they were “magazine editor(s)
soliciting articles,” choosing the type of book, creating a “premise and a springboard plot,” and
picking someone to write it (340). This boom following the Second World War replaced the
pulps. This market was looking for disposable, lurid entertainment and was easy to please with
familiar plots and narratives. Lee Horsley writes that the market “transformed popular reading
habits, and by 1946 there were over 350 softcover titles in print, three times as many as in 1945”
(Noir) 86). That said, the paperback revolution was over by the 1960s but indelibly changed the
face of true-crime writing and crime fiction, giving writers more time to develop in-depth plots,
and allowing some like Thompson to expand on earlier themes and develop more
psychologically realistic characters.
The little-known Lion Books, a publisher that first specialized in reprints but eventually
published around 120 original titles, originally published most of his work, and it was only
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republished for the mass market in the 1990s. Thompson published nearly thirty novels,
including Savage Night (1953), A Hell of a Woman (1954), After Dark, My Sweet (1955), and
The Grifters (1963). The Killer Inside Me, his fourth novel, had an inauspicious start beginning
with the company's typical process. Editor Jim Bryans and Arnold Hano made Thompson pick
from five preconceived plots in a manila envelope, and he chose “one about a New York City
Cop who got involved with a prostitute and ends up killing her” (Polito 342). According to Hano,
they arranged for him to write a draft of the first forty or fifty pages, and then they would decide
if he could finish the book. Thompson came back in two weeks with “half of The Killer Inside
Me in tow – twelve of the eventual twenty-six chapters – he also had thoroughly transformed the
synopsis, twisting it around the coils of his own history and temperament” (343). The publisher
never held him to a synopsis again, preferring to let him loose on a project with encouragement
and little else.
Novels like the The Killer Inside Me built upon the hard-boiled tradition, but are
decidedly different in their themes and narrative direction, having more to do with concepts
common in film noir than in earlier detective novels. Roman Noir's predilection for extreme
violence and graphic detail found a spiritual ancestor in hard-boiled detective fiction due to the
dark approach these writers took and growing interest in criminal causality and motive, while
borrowing from and helping to develop film noir and taking elements from American
Naturalism. That said, the common hard-boiled hero is different than the average protagonist of
the Roman Noir novel as they are seldom a “professional criminal or killer,” even as similar
social conditions form them (Madden xvii). Both subgenres developed from social conditions
that first took root in the 1920s. David Madden contends that a “traumatic wrench like the
Depression, its evils and despair touching all facets of human society, causes a violent reaction in
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these men as they find that they lay down in the great American dream-bed in the Twenties only
to wake up screaming in the nightmare of the Thirties” (xvii).
Thus, those who were the most affected by the Great Depression and, like the detective
could do something about it, developed a hard-boiled attitude, in works such as Dashiell
Hammett’s The Maltese Falcon (1930) and Raymond Chandler’s The Big Sleep (1939) that
seeped into the popular fiction of the period, especially Roman Noir. The rebellious hero usually
tries to be honorable and expose society’s lies and hypocrisy. 2 He helps his clients despite a
“society in which human events daily, on all levels, contradict the preachments of institutions”
(xviii). He is also sometimes prone to a defensive or self-delusional sentimentality. In contrast,
Roman Noir novels often contain hard-boiled detectives and build on this basic character type,
but many, such as James M. Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice (1934), Dorothy B.
Hughes’ In a Lonely Place (1947), and David Goodis’ Dark Passage (1946), include protagonists
without this moral code who often succumb to an even darker strain of moral ambiguity. They
neither fight against the system for honorable purposes nor view the world with sentimentality,
unless it is part of their carefully considered pose or the chinks in their armor that will lead to
their ultimate downfall. Moreover, these novels ruthlessly interrogate the criminal or killer’s
psychological state as they commit their crimes.
The development of Roman Noir as a genre is tricky to assess, yet the inversion and
reordering of tough guy tropes and emphasis on the internal shows how it has developed from

William Marling connects this impulse to American consumerism’s changing nature in the 1920s. He argues that
technological changes, such as the automobile and the streetlight, and economic growth increased consumer anxiety.
He contends that consumers were encouraged to like the new technology through period narratives. In fact, the
detective novel draws from this anxiety because it “owes to a correspondence in story structure that narrative
analysis makes clear: both contain a narrative of deterioration embedded within a greater narrative of improvement”
(xii). Furthermore, he shows that Film Noir is the ultimate extension of Roman Noir becoming an “infinitely
consumable narrative of deterioration, invisibly balanced by the techniques and technology of a narrative of
improvement (xv).
2
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hardboiled detective novels alongside Film Noir. American Naturalism, such as that found in
Dreiser, and An American Tragedy, as well as the “selective realism of Crane, London, and Dos
Passos” are other common touchstones; the characters are a product of their environment and
cannot escape their certain fate even when they think they have control (Madden xxxii). Roman
Noir is concerned with many of the same obsessions as the hard-boiled camp, often concealing a
seemingly retrogressive view of sexual politics and an absurd preoccupation with the narrator's
idiosyncrasies which, although “committed to overturning or debunking cultural and political
orthodoxies – one cannot assume . . . are necessarily politically progressive” (Pepper 64-5).
Indeed, there is a “distinction between committing and investigating crime, and an emphasis on
the psychic traumas of its protagonists” (59). While challenging social mores and inverting
societal functions like many crime narratives, they also rely on a deterministic cynicism that
stems from the world the characters perceive, but mirrors that “world in a way that is at once an
objective description and an implicit judgment of it” (Madden xvii).
Another Roman Noir precept, which often inverts and flouts hard-boiled tropes, the
removal of the modern detective from an urban area to an unknown rural region or uncharted
city, found its genesis in Dashiell Hammett's Red Harvest (1929).3 Many Roman Noir texts, such
as Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice, Charles Williams’ Hill Girl (1951), and Thompson’s
Savage Night, are set far away from the bustling metropolis, which differentiates them from Film
Noir and gangster narratives. As Ralph Willett argues, city imagery is paramount to the tension
of hard-boiled texts, reflecting an urban jungle as, “one of the most popular images of urban life

As Andrew Pepper points out, “that it might also constitute the first American roman noir draws attention to the
close relationship between what we might tentatively call these different subgenres of crime writing” (58). Yet he
argues it is not Noir because the Continental Op “brings order, and the law, to the western US city of Personville
and, as such, it might be premature to argue” for that designation (58).
3
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among sociologists, the ecological dimension offering a way of making sense (the law of the
jungle) of the frenzied struggles of individuals and groups” (Naked 12).4 This analogy is
particularly relevant to how hard-boiled narratives portray the struggle between detectives and
criminals, and sometimes the police, as a war. Parts of the city, as Willett contends, are also
“racialised through the white detective who confronts 'blackness' in its various meanings while
absorbing mythically romantic aspects such as poverty and marginalisation” (12). Thus, the city
becomes a site of opportunity for the rich and deprivation for the poor.
In Roman Noir narratives, especially Thompson's, writers move the narrator to the
country to deal with another set of problems, particularly the different lawlessness of the small
town. In narratives, such as Hammett’s Red Harvest, the rural settings, like oil towns and
ranches, appear as seedy and lawless as any city street. However, these locations, unlike the city
in gangster narratives, do not pit immigrants against each other or against overarching white
society, but instead focus on white protagonists pursuing white victims for white audiences, just
like true-crime books. These narratives do not play it as safe with expected genre specifics as
true-crime books, but present a world that is conspicuous in its absence of race. Tellingly,
Thompson’s true-crime narratives used rural locations to attract readers, utilizing Native
American location names, such as “Caddo County, Muskogee, the Keechi Hills, and Tahequah”
like those that later appeared in his fiction to put the absence of diversity into sharp contrast
(Yarbrough 205). In this way, he attempts to satisfy two types of reader expectation: he
reinforces the “factual basis of the story by situating it in a particular time and place yet he
undercuts any sense of predictable familiarity by emphasizing the difference of its setting” (205).
Furthermore, Thompson's protagonist must deal with the country folk’s different attitudes, and
For example, hardboiled novels, such as Raymond Chandler’s The Long Goodbye and Dashiell Hammett’s The
Maltese Falcon, take place in Los Angeles and San Francisco respectively.
4
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how they approach the enormity of horrendous crimes. For example, in The Killer Inside Me,
Lou Ford's down-home attitude and attempt to cover his misconduct is effective in his smalltown environs; Lou knows everybody and must convince the entire community he is innocent.
He also appears virtuous because he answers to more than just his supervisors. In contrast, the
bigger city hard-boiled detectives also answer to higher authority but can more convincingly
operate under the radar.
The term, Roman Noir, just like the genre, has a contentious and debated history, notably
as it relates to Film Noir.5 According to Andrew Pepper, writing in 2010, the term has only been
used in relation to this type of crime fiction for “about the past twenty years” (59). Similarly,
French critics later coined the term Film Noir, pointing out how it “shared stylistic and thematic
preoccupations across films as diverse as The Maltese Falcon (1941), Laura (1944), Double
Indemnity (1944), and The Woman in the Window (1944). These films were adapted from major
hard-boiled novels, or texts that borrow heavily from associated tropes. William Marling offers
an important distinction between Roman Noir and Film Noir. He argues that although there
“were other precedents such as the gangster movies of the 1930s, film noir” did not just develop
from the aforementioned genre, but “added a level of technology, because new lights, lenses,
cameras, dollies, films, techniques, and economic pressures of the Depression demanded
optimization” (xv). In this way, Film Noir became a location for a “narrative of improvement” or
at least the vehicle for an attempt at improvement that vied with an equally strong “narrative of
deterioration” (xv).
5

Like most crime genres, the divisions are nebulous, but an answer lies in what these texts do thematically. As
Pepper contends, there is an “attempt to differentiate film noir from the hard-boiled school of writing, even while
acknowledging the influence of writers like Hammett and Chandler” (59). Borde and Chaumeton believe that this
differentiation lies in the how the films change the focus from the investigator to the criminal. Many critics have
argued as to how each of these genres should be defined, but both rely on an in-depth look at criminal life and
personal psychology rather than directly concentrating on how the detective solves the crime or providing details
that will allow the viewer or reader to solve the crime along with the detective.
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Moreover, many antecedents inform Roman Noir texts, especially American Naturalism,
a factor that has affected crime narratives throughout the 20th century. Critics often cite “hardboiled fiction, French poetic realism, German expressionism, and perhaps even American
naturalism as significant cultural antecedents” to Film Noir (Pepper 59). The connection between
Roman Noir and Modernism came to full fruition in the 1940s and 1950s. Theorists, such as R.V.
Cassill, compared them to the high Modernists, although the texts arguably have more in
common with naturalism. Peter Stanfield points out that these connections led to the continuing
popularity and cultural relevance of both subgenres. Stanfield draws a parallel between the
introductions in Black Lizard editions of Thompson's novels, which refer to him as a “Dimestore
Dostoyevsky” with Lewis Milestone's description of James M. Cain after the publication of The
Postman Always Rings Twice in 1934 as an “American Dostoyevsky” (155). He argues that the
“reference to the most celebrated European chronicler of the low life, as with the name checking
of high modernists, claimed cultural capital for Thompson that his status as a writer of pulp
appeared to preclude” (155). He contends that Thompson's texts were popular not because of
their “'persistent nastiness' that appealed to his new readers (that could be found in abundance
elsewhere) as much as the view that his novels bridged the gap between lowbrow popular fiction
and high-brow avant-garde literature” (154). Generally, Roman Noir did achieve a balance
between popular fiction and literature as it was concerned with many literary themes, while
maintaining a realist connection to social concerns.
One common concern amongst Roman Noir writers that finds full bloom in Thompson's
narratives is the emphasis on psychological character analysis, which reflects the trend toward
biographical explorations of criminals and 1950s obsessions with popular psychology.6 During

6

Other noir novels, such as Highsmith’s The Talented Mr. Ripley and Cain’s The Postman Always Rings Twice, also
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that decade, the self-help industry took off due to successful best-selling books like Dale
Carnegie's How to Win Friends and Influence People (1937) and Norman Vincent Peale's The
Power of Positive Thinking (1952). Pauline Phillips started the “Dear Abby” advice column
under the pen name, “Abigail Van Buren” in 1956, and many others followed. The nation was
awash with attempts at self-diagnosis, new methods for analyzing others, and changing public
perceptions toward psychological methods. This fad introduced buzzwords and jargon that were
often used in daily conversation more than in scientific studies.7 Although references to Freud
and an emphasis on jargon that may not have a scientific basis has given the term, “popular
psychology,” a negative stigma today, many put stock in these methods in the 1950s and 1960s
as people searched for ways to increase their potential.
Roman Noir texts like those of Cornell Woolrich and Dorothy B. Hughes, privilege those
in power less than hard-boiled narratives because they do not focus on solving crimes, nor are
they relegated to reordering the status quo directly through the “crime does not pay” rationale.
Indeed, they represent a major shift in crime fiction, reflecting trends in postwar modernism,
such as hopelessness, a lack of clear morality, and a disconnection from the status

quo.

Roman Noir characters maintain a hard-boiled stance but seldom keep even the modicum of
control that the detectives do. Ultimately, “crime does not pay,” but it has less to do with
society’s will and more to do with the absurdity of the fictional world. Characters are at the whim
of societal expectation as they strive to be successful or just eke out a meager daily existence.
They are world weary and matter of fact, unlike naïve criminals, such as Clyde Griffiths in An
American Tragedy, who are often out of their element. Yet they are more marginalized than hardreflect this influence.
7

This jargon came to be known as psychobabble as it was overused and misused to give an impression of validity to
practices that cannot be proven to have any scientific basis.
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boiled detectives like Dashiell Hammett’s Continental Op or Raymond Chandler’s Phillip
Marlowe because they seldom try to uphold the status quo. The detectives, on the other hand, are
ostensibly part of the law and order system, even if the police do not respect them, and they must
break a few laws to solve their cases.
Thompson amps up the violence and pop psychology in his crime fiction, offering few
answers or solace to create a believable, yet exaggerated world that borrows from his prior
experience in journalism and popular conceptions of science to expose the flaws in the system
and diagnose the public’s fears. With Lou Ford in The Killer Inside Me, Thompson uses popular
psychology and self-analysis as character motivations to create a commentary on its centrality in
1950s society. Lee Horsley contends that Thompson may be offering the position that the
“psychoanalytic explanation of the mind of the killer is simply a means of deflecting blame from
the society on which he preys” (Twentieth 128). The psychoses of Thompson's narrators bely the
quiet, calm exterior of his ordinary settings. The novel juxtaposes Lou's mental state with other
characters who are deceptively “normal.”
The Killer Inside Me explores the thoughts and deeds of a killer who also narrates the
action, offering unreliable first-person accounts amidst the backdrop of utter normalcy. As Greg
Forter states, Thompson's work is disquieting because of how he makes first-person voice central
to his narratives, presenting narrators
who are enormously compelling and solicitous of our sympathy, and yet quite often
literally psychotic, willfully deceitful or else dissociative, and possessed of a voice whose
enthralling character seems inseparable from an introspective intensity that moves toward
the abolition of its world – and even finally of itself. (127)

138
Forter points to another side of Thompson's narration that is often overshadowed by the narrator's
propensity for the psychotic, a twisted sense of humor that Barry Gifford has described as “the
most bizarre senses of humor in the annals of crime fiction” (qtd. in Forter 127).
Ford's unassuming manner and techniques help him hide his crimes in Central City,
Texas, a small city, (“the oil boom came, and almost overnight the population jumped to
48,000”) where it appears like it would be difficult to cover anything up or buck the status quo
(Thompson 6). In fact, as Horsley writes, “although classified as abnormal, Lou is not being
distanced as 'other' but is presented as a grotesque version of 'normal' society” (Twentieth 131).
Often Ford vacillates between moments of clarity, where he describes day-to-day life as a law
officer, and descriptions of violent criminal actions. The role Central City plays in the narrative
mirrors Ford's complicated position. On the surface, the town seems normal, but the police are
responsible for many cover ups and crimes, and sometimes he commits violent acts to do his job
as he sees fit, “taking to a logical conclusion his critiques of small-town American society,
putting into practice the secret wishes that others would act on only if they dared” (130).
Ford does not just have to contend with cover ups, many of which he orchestrates
himself, but engages in other forms of official misconduct that stem from various problems that
plagued law enforcement since the 1920s. Ford's authority in Central City relies on three
problems that liberal reform had tried to amend, “localism, political patronage, and official
misconduct” (Lenz 32). As Timothy Lenz points out, these problems started in the 1920s, yet
Ford's jurisdiction shows it was still relevant to smaller communities in the 1950s before the
Warren Commission expanded due process of law in 1964. He serves mainly localized law and
does not directly answer to any national police organization, so he mostly answers to Maples
whose primary boss is county attorney, Howard Hendricks. Local customs and the need to serve
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a community run by the oil industry set the standards for the sheriff department. Indeed, oilmen
and construction magnates have more local political power than those in the sheriff's department.
His supervisors often leave Ford to his own devices, and he uses any means necessary to enforce
his own brand of backcountry justice. Ford supports those he needs to and attempts to engage in
methods that will keep him free from public scrutiny. Nevertheless, he still prioritizes his own
agenda.
Ford's predilection for barely controlled violence and everyman appearance is evident
from the start of the novel as a “bum” who just got off the midnight freight train sizes him up,
and he reacts with force. He is sitting in a diner, and the man is peering in the window taking him
for an “easy mark” (Thompson 3). As he goes to take care of the situation, the waitress notices
that he is not wearing a gun. Ford is matter of fact as he describes her response “'Why, you don't
even carry a gun!' she said, as though she was giving me a piece of news” (3). Ford does not
carry weapons as he explains, “We don't have many crooks in Central City, ma'am . . . Anyway,
people are people, even when they're a little misguided. You don't hurt them, they won't hurt you.
They'll listen to reason” (3). Lou puts his cigar butt out in the man's hand and telling him to leave
when he asks for food. How he treats the “bum” leaves him with nausea as Lou feels “sick and
shaky” (16).
Lou’s propensity for violence and how he feels afterward are intrinsically linked as he
always analyzes his own actions, especially in his personal relationships. Lou commits another
act of violence when his boss, Bob Maples, asks him to check on a prostitute, Joyce Lakeland.
Maples alludes to his double personality, telling him, “just go out and size her up, and make your
own decision. I know you'll be gentle, as gentle and pleasant as you can be” (7). He greets her
with platitudes before discovering her gun in a drawer, then identifies that he is with the sheriff's
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office, ordering her to leave Central City by sundown or face a prostitution charge. She calls him
names, and he tries to struggle against the violence, claiming, “I knew what was going to happen
if I didn't get out, and I knew I couldn't let it happen. I might kill her” (11). She slaps him, and he
ends up tying her up and beating her with his belt. They start a sordid relationship based on Lou's
sadomasochistic tendencies, as he maintains a level of both sadism and masochism in many of
his interactions. He always strives to maintain control, whether sexual or intellectual. Their
liaison is built on a mutual need for dominance, although Lou tends to be dominant and sadistic.
Joyce attempts to get the upper hand intellectually even as she takes on a submissive and
masochistic role. Lou’s relationship with Amy Stanton, a local schoolteacher, follows a similar
pattern, although it is not predicated on sadomasochism but dominance. She expects marriage,
and Lou tells her he is not ready, but this does not stop her from needling and intellectually
dominating him. Lou continually plans and schemes to get out of relationships and distance
himself from people. Amy confronts him with this: “It never occurs to you to think about me
when you're making your plans, does it?” (34). He begins formulating plans to get rid of Amy.
Lou's plan to get even with Chester Conway, who he believes killed his adopted brother,
Mike, involves Chester Conway's son, Elmer, Joyce Lakeland’s customer and ostensibly an easy
mark. He gets Joyce to ask Chester for a bribe, promising that she will leave Central City and
Elmer if he pays. Lou tells Elmer that he should leave with her, spend the ten thousand, and
purchase a business that he and Joyce can run and “when it's going good, get in touch with your
Dad. He'll see that you've made a darned smart move, and you won't have any trouble squaring
things” (43). Elmer is hesitant, wondering why Lou would help him and Joyce. Lou assures him
that he is probably doing it for money, as he does not make that much as a deputy, reiterating the
disconnection between his actual psychological state and the need to explain himself. Elmer
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gives him five hundred dollars. He claims that he took the money to “shut him up about my
motives in helping him,” justifying that, although Elmer did not have a part in his brother's death,
the older Conway had to pay (44).
When Lou kills them both to eliminate Joyce and get revenge on the elder Conway, the
remarkably graphic scene provides insight into Lou's personality and inner thoughts, while
emphasizing his justifications for the violent acts he casually commits. He shoots and kills Elmer
after beating Joyce half to death, attempting to make it look like they killed each other.
Thompson describes Lou's thoughts alongside these acts: “I'm going to miss you, baby . . . You've
got to go, but I'm sure going to miss you” (48). He explains his plan to her, and she protests that
they could have made their plan without dragging Elmer into it. He tells her about his brother,
how Conway is responsible, and even confesses that Mike took the fall for him. When she
protests that she will not let him hurt Elmer Conway and that he will go to jail, he snaps, giving
away his entire plan, “They won't even suspect me. They'll think he was half-stiff, like he usually
is, and you got to fighting and both got killed” (49). Once he is finished with her, he spends less
time killing Elmer, as well as justifying it because Joyce matters more to his psychopathology.
For example, Elmer’s expression when he discovers the body causes him to double over with
laughter before he badgers him about Joyce committing suicide. He implores like he is trying to
convince himself, “Suicide, you hear me? . . . I didn't kill her. Don't you say I killed her. SHE
KILLED HERSELF!” (52). The novel spends two pages on Joyce's beating, but only a brief
paragraph on Elmer's death that emphasizes Lou's rage: “I shot him, then, right in his gaping
stupid mouth. I emptied the gun into him” (52).
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Later, after Lou kills Johnnie Pappas, a young man he confesses to in a moment of
weakness, he begins to conflate Amy with Joyce as he becomes more obsessed with killing her.8
Spending an excessive time thinking about it, he frames his narrative like a confession, although
he often slips into passive voice to shift the blame. He starts thinking that Amy resembles Joyce,
writing that “I could almost fool myself into thinking it was her” (132). In just one paragraph, his
perspective shifts significantly. At first, he argues, “but it wasn't her, and, for that matter, it
wouldn't have made any difference if it had been,” only to conclude, “I'd have to do it all over
again. I'd have to kill her the second time” (132). He begins to doubt if he will kill her as she
gives him space, but still knows he must, especially when the bum he tried to run out of town
shows up to blackmail him because the man saw him at Joyce's house the night of the murders.
Lou offers him a bribe, so that the bum will leave him alone.
Amy’s murder on their planned wedding night reiterates in first person the extent of his
psychological breakdown and emphasis on self-examination. He clinically writes, “I killed Amy
Stanton on Saturday night on the fifth of April, 1952, at a few minutes before nine o'clock,” but
puts off explaining how he does it in lieu of discussing the suspicions of the sheriff and
Hendricks (170). He carefully repeats the time and date before adding more details to the twoweek period before it occurs, describing the murder in sickeningly excruciating detail very
similar to the earlier beating of Joyce, but is much shorter and less like a crime scene depiction:
“I hit her in the guts as hard as I could. My fist went back against her spine, and the flesh closed
around it” (184).
In another key scene, authorities put Lou into a cell for eight days, but the novel never
clarifies whether his mind is playing tricks on him or if the police are using popular psychology
8

Pappas is one of the few characters in the novel depicted as an immigrant. As stated before, Thompson's novels,
and most Roman Noir fiction, depicts mainly white characters in rural settings.
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tactics to get him to confess, including flashing pictures of Amy Stanton on his cell walls. He
believes that they have expected his guilt all along and have been using methods to break him,
such as playing tape recordings of Johnnie Pappas. Either the pictures are a continuation of these
tactics, or Lou is finally losing control and hallucinating. He tries to analyze what is happening to
him: “I wasn’t going to crack up. . . I felt stronger and better every time I saw her” (225). The
pictures extend from Amy's childhood to very recently and are shown too quickly for Lou to
appreciate them. He drifts between control and mania, reliving his last days with Amy. He even
asks the nurse about them, and she denies knowledge at first, but is soon responding to Lou like
might have figured out their tricks.
The last chapters of the novel seal Lou’s fate as he completely loses his grip on reality,
while still trying to control and analyze the situation. The second to last chapter is told in the
second person, and this shift in perspective provides a different outlook on Lou's mental status
that reinforces his self-analysis and continual searching: “You wonder if you’ve done things
right, so’s there’ll be nothing left of something that shouldn’t ever have been” (240). For the first
time, the novel puts the reader directly in Lou's head, showing the minutiae of Lou's thought and
his tenuous grip on reality. As Lou loses control, the novel forces the reader to identify directly
with Lou instead of just empathizing with his situation, allowing complete insight into Lou’s
thoughts for the first time right before his destruction. Lou's final moments start out
contemplative, and he seems resigned to his fate. As men surround his house, Joyce Lakeland,
who he thought was dead, comes to the door with her “neck in a cast that came up to her chin
like a collar . . . her face was a white mask of gauze and tape, and nothing much showed of it but
her eyes and her lips” (243). Still loyal, she speaks in a whisper similar to how she talked after he
beat her: “Lou . . . I didn't” (243). He attacks her, and when the “room exploded with shots,” he
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seems to “explode with it” (244). To the end, he argues that no one understood, inferring that the
sickness is part of everyone, even if “they all lived happily ever after” (244). He explains that is
the end unless people like “our kind gets another chance in the Next Place,” prioritizing the
extent of human madness (244). Providing analysis right to the end, although he never finds the
logic in it, he posits that all the people he killed started life like him “with a crooked cue, that
wanted so much and got so little, that meant so good and did so bad” and presumably never had
any other chance (244).
In fact, Jim Thompson’s characters walk a narrow line between naïve ingénue and hardboiled protagonist because his darker world is drastically different from that of Raymond
Chandler's hardboiled fiction or the moralistic naturalism of Theodore Dreiser. In Thompson,
flawed individuals vie for success, regardless of what is at stake, paying little attention to the law
or how their actions affect others. Conversely, the hard-boiled detective's modus operandi relies
on bending the rules, while still helping clients, while the naturalistic style contends the criminal
protagonist will fend for themselves in an unjust system. Thompson's fiction is preoccupied with
dark, criminal themes rising out of the sordid underbelly of a lesser-known America, one where
the American Dream has a less tenable hold on its inhabitants and moody psychological musings
of criminals coexist with their attempts at hardscrabble existence.
Beyond these literary forerunners, Thompson's Ford has often been viewed as a
prototypical serial killer, and influencing that genre of crime fiction, even though he appears
decades before the term was coined in the 70s. For example, Mark Seltzer describes Ford as a
forbearer of the serial killer in his seminal study, Serial Killers: Death and Life in America's
Wound Culture (1998), which focuses on how mass-produced genre narratives such as pulp
fiction create a new way of looking at and representing killers through the lens of the popular
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psychology of the serial killer. His study relies on popular conceptions of the serial killer that
show how Ford fits the pattern, including those that show up “not merely in fiction, film, and the
mass media but 'also' in official accounts of the serial killer,” which tend to privilege the
influence of crime fiction more than actuality (159). Yet he also examines how the “uncanny
manner in which the interior states of the serial killer himself seem nothing but the clichés du
jour that make up a pop-psychology” and directly relates their developments to The Killer Inside
Me (159).
Fascination with murder has long been a public preoccupation, but the intersection
between how the public views murder and its identification with murderers became more
noticeable as crime narratives started focusing on the killer's mind. Thus, the serial killer has
become the most popular figure in crime fiction and true-crime narratives and maintains a
position in fiction far beyond his or her occurrence in real life. Seltzer argues that fascination
with serial killing stems from the public's addiction with violence that has “become not merely a
collective spectacle but one of the crucial sites where private desire and public fantasy cross” (1).
Seltzer refers to the attraction that people have with accidents and murder as a “wound culture”
in which the public is drawn to “torn and open bodies and torn and opened persons, a collective
gathering around shock, trauma, and the wound” (1). Furthermore, this fascination has developed
steadily since true crime began focusing on the killer's mind, and Roman Noir texts, such as
Patricia Highsmith’s Strangers on a Train (1950) and Cornell Woolrich’s The Black Angel
(1943), were not just some of the first to follow this trend but precursors to the serial killer genre.
Seltzer shows that novels like The Killer Inside Me are prototypical examples of what would
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someday become the serial killer novel, but this would not be possible if its roots were not in the
self-reflexive 1950s crime novel.9
Furthermore, the correlation between true-crime narratives and crime fiction is nowhere
more evident than in serial killer narratives. Alexandra Warwick contends, “Serial killing, by any
of the available definitions or statistical estimates, is a rare crime, yet it achieves a
disproportionate level of representation in both fictional and documentary media” (555). She
argues that “crime fiction is a misnamed genre, as it is concerned almost only with murder and,
even within murder fiction, serial murder dominates” (555). Although there are many crime
narratives that deal with all types of crime, murder remains predominant because fascination
with horrendous crime and obsession with the killer’s psychology appears virtually concomitant.
Warwick stresses that the disparity between fact and fiction is more significant in true crime
narratives because it includes a “heterogeneous body of material produced by interested amateurs
and law-enforcement professionals” (555). She points to repetition that appears in serial murder
accounts across factual and fictional accounts as a product of seriality, positing that it is a
byproduct of early Jack the Ripper coverage and later detective story serialization:
If the serial killer is recognized, defined (even self-defined) by the action of repeating
murders, then the writers and readers of true and fictional crime narratives are similarly
Other elements of modern culture besides the fascination with the killer’s mind make the serial killer a possibility. These
elements show how characters like Lou Ford are both public and private citizens whose individuality is intimately
connected to their public persona. Seltzer writes, “'senseless murder is where our most basic senses of the body and
society, identity and desire, violence and intimacy, are secured, or brought to crisis,” and so the creation of the serial
killer is connected to modern society's understanding of the individual (Serial 2). He stresses three ways in which
the interaction between the private and public spheres affect public fascination with the concept of a serial killer.
First, he argues that the “public/private divide is always what is at issue” because the “exposure of sex and fantasy in
public . . . is routinely experienced in terms of the violent passage of fantasy into act, private desire into public
spectacle” (3). Second, he argues that a feedback loop of “collective bodies of information and individual desire”
that make their way into the media through mass technologies that continually reinforce popular images of killers.
Third, he points to the branding of dangerous people, “the formation of a permanent class of the stigmatized person,
a brand of person, marked and identified for all time by his criminal acts” (3). Thus, the killer has been reduced to a
type – “a lifestyle, career, or calling” . . . and “something to be (a species or person)” that has taken on a new life in
popular culture as readers and viewers expect his presence and writers have affably provided this class of killer (4).
9
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serial. No writer in these genres writes only one book, and as there are actually very few
serial killers, true crime narratives repeat the same limited range of stories. (556).
Thus, readers have no idea who to believe for the truthfulness of serial killer narratives. They are
compelled to keep reading despite getting varied accounts and having to rely on information
from the most bloodthirsty killers who stand in for the whole.
Thompson's protagonists tend to exist under their own moral frameworks that falter
between differing views of morality, thus subverting the typical crime novel dynamic. The
novel’s representation of Lou Ford draws heavily from factual accounts of violent crime, while
upping the intensity and criminality of its subject. Indeed, Robert Polito contends that it
“detonates the clichés of the hard-boiled tradition he inherited – not by seeking to transcend them
. . . but rather by sinking into the clichés so deeply that they are flipped on their head” (8). Lou
mitigates his violence through his clichéd deputy act, and his complex thoughts and actions gives
the narrative factuality. Kenneth Payne argues that the narrative eschews moral stability as
“whereas the standard detective narrative progresses from a state of enigma to one of knowledge,
in Thompson the enigma becomes more complex and the uncertainties multiply, leaving
resolution deferred” (118). The killer moves through a society where “morals road signs have
been uprooted or else confusingly switched around” and his victims “stand in or are associated
with that social order” (119). Tony Hilfer points out that there is a “tacit moral sense that
displaces the dubious moral 'center.' Moreover, a 'writer's order' is always the order a writer ends
up with, though this comes not out of the blue but from a complex negotiation with moral
convention and moral tradition” (137-138). This complex negotiation occurs in all of
Thompson's novels and controls how his characters view success, as well as how they navigate a
deterministic and brutal world.
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In The Killer Inside Me, what Lou calls “the sickness,” less a product of his inspired
detective work and more an offshoot of his familiarity with popular psychology, predicates his
idea of success. He expresses this philosophy through references to his father's “endless files of
psychiatric literature, the bulky volumes of morbid psychology” and his knowledge of luminaries
such as “Krafft Ebing, Jung, Freud, Bleuler, Adolph Meyer, Kretschmer, Kraepelin” (Thompson
144). In fact, he offers Kraepelin's definition of his condition, Dementia Praecox:
“Schizophrenia, paranoid type. Acute, recurrent, advanced” (144). Ford orders his world through
these works and cannot escape their influence even as deals with the deterministic, fatalistic
aspects of life. Ford diagnoses himself in an attempt to resist the forces that have shaped his life
and the experiences that have scarred him. He offers several options that explain his actions, one
of which allows him to maintain control: “We might have the disease, the condition; or we might
just be cold-blooded and smart as hell” (146). In this way, Thompson offers an “alternative – and
more unsettling – interpretation: it is a manifestation of a much broader sickness affecting midcentury America” (Pepper 67).
Lou Ford’s obsessions and sickness recall many modern serial killer trademarks as he
inverts the tropes of the small-town sheriff and the hard-boiled detective, while navigating the
moments that have wounded him. As Seltzer contends, “wounding as a child, wounding as an
adult – is one of the foundational scripts in accounting for the serial killer” (Serial 4). Ford has
many of these formative experiences, although the “sickness” has always been inside him and
caused him to act. His father covered up an outbreak of his “sickness,” when he abused the little
girl and Mike took the blame. His father’s housekeeper Helene also abused him. He finds her
naked snapshot in his father's concordance to the Bible and remembers what happened, writing,
“A world of things, most of my kid life, came back to me in that time. She came back to me, the
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housekeeper, and she had been so much of that life” (Thompson 106). He remembers snippets of
conversation they had, including her telling him, “But you'll like it darling. All the big boys do
it” (106). Then he remembers his father and the housekeeper having a heated conversation,
coupled with the shame of the “first and only whipping in my life” (106). His father convinces
her to leave, but not before she tells the older Ford that he is more concerned with his own image
than his son. His father's image is necessarily tied up with his wellbeing, and he has internalized
the shame he felt that day and wonders why his father did not prevent the abuse.
The “sickness” has mutated throughout his life, but the subjects of his sadism remain the
same. Ford has taken to finding outlets for his sadistic urges, including a destructive,
sadomasochistic sexual relationship with Joyce that mirrors how he has always felt toward
women. He takes out his frustrations on those who remind him of Helene, exclaiming that “I
couldn't help noticing something: How much she looked like Joyce. How there was even a strong
resemblance between her and Amy Stanton” (108). How he treats his female victims is
symptomatic of how most serial killers choose their subjects. Trauma in his life has altered how
he pursues his prey. He has developed a modus operandi, at least as far as it relates to his victims.
Women attract and repulse him, which colors his perspective and becomes an outlet for his
sickness. When he kills Joyce at the end of the novel, it becomes the ultimate defining act of his
life. He goes out still believing that no one got the point, leaving a mountain of violence in his
wake.
In Ford's case, he is oversocialized and transformed into an everyman, one who readers
identify with, but cannot truly understand psychologically; thus, he conforms to standards of
normality and genre, emerging as a serial killer who generally fits into society, despite his
psychosis. He is as much a product of nature as of nurture, true-crime journalism as fiction,
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creating himself from public and journalistic perceptions as well as fictional characters. Ford
continually analyzes and refashions himself in the eyes of society, while living in the shadow of
his past. He conforms to type when it suits him, but changes the game when it does not. The real
identity of the killer is not just the “real identity of the subject, hidden and beneath its 'merely
social' simulations and identifications,” but a pure product of self-analysis and reaction to social
factors (Seltzer Serial 161). He appears normal even in relation to his typical surroundings,
becoming what Seltzer refers to as the “uniform and uniformed individual and the standardized
personation of the social law” (160). Seltzer argues that this is an inversion of the general belief
that the criminal is antisocial and has a difficulty conforming. Thus, the serial killer blends in so
well that he or she can be anyone, and this plot point has become a major part of crime
narrative.10 The depersonalized psychology of most serial killers works like a camouflage to help
them fit into society. Indeed, the fashioning of the serial killer from true-crime narratives, as well
as fictional representations, allows each scenario to be part of the killer's make up. Ford
consciously attempts to appear normal like the normative serial killer, but he does not just imitate
or simulate normality, but instead his imitation is meant to account for the “social order itself”
(161). He maintains a distance from the social order just as he maintains a distance from his own
simulation, and his real identity lies “within, anterior to and apart from its representations or
identifications, anterior to and apart from his social being-in context” (161).
This refashioning of Ford as an archetypal midcentury “psycho-killer” continues in film
adaptations of the novel. Adaptations have refashioned Ford for new generations of viewers just
as conceptions of crime have evolved. Thompson's take on crime has found a larger audience as
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viewers have become more comfortable with violence and increasingly honest representations of
the killer's mind and motives. Several of Thompson's novels were made into films in his lifetime,
but there has been a slew of adaptations after his death in 1977, especially in the 90s. The public
acceptance of darker themes during that decade led to many adaptations, but the critical
rediscovery of Thompson in the 80s played a role in the renewed interest. Various adaptations of
Thompson's work were released after two French adaptations appeared, and the novels were
reprinted. 1979's Serie Noire was an adaptation of A Hell of a Woman and 1981's Coup De
Torchon (Clean Slate) adapted Pop. 1280. Three were released in 1990: The Kill Off, After Dark,
My Sweet, and The Grifters. Thompson's growing popularity led to more adaptations as his
prestige grew.
Adaptations of Thompson's The Killer Inside Me depict the narrative in diverse ways that
focus on different aspects of Lou Ford's neuroses and how popular psychology has changed since
the 1950s. Burt Kennedy's 1976 adaptation uses horror tropes to present a more stereotypical
version of Lou's progression into madness that follows thriller conventions more closely with a
heroic arc that often subsumes his fragile mental state. For all that, Kennedy updates the popular
psychology texts that Lou reads for the 1970s and validates his role as a savvy self-analyst and
judge of character. Michael Winterbottom's 2010 version presents a more visceral and
problematic version of the narrative, presenting Lou's mental state through his violent and
masochistic actions. Although the film is more faithful to the novel’s plot, it trades psychological
development and characterization for a blatantly unheroic protagonist who takes what he wants
with little justification. Lou's psychological state is paramount in each, yet period tropes and
different cultural representations of killers change the narrative. Kennedy is trying to lessen the
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psychological impact of Lou's psychosis, while Winterbottom is building on serial killer
narratives in a society more comfortable with sadomasochism.
Burt Kennedy released his The Killer Inside Me adaptation long before adaptations of
Thompson’s work were in vogue. The film received poor reviews and Thompson fans often
castigated it.11 Peter Stanfield writes that the film is “part of the rural crime cycle that ran
through the late 1960s and into the 1970s” (173). This cycle contains films such as Cool Hand
Luke (1967) and Coogan's Bluff (1968), and crime adaptations, including several adapting
Elmore Leonard's novels, The Big Bounce (1969) and The Moonshine Wars (1970). Thompson's
small-town noir novel seemed well suited for this cycle, but the film barely made a blip and
borrows heavily from horror and the gothic movie conventions to capture little of the attitude of
Thompson's work. Thus, it is not surprising that there were no other American adaptations
forthcoming until Thompson's literary resurgence later in the decade.
Kennedy's adaptation has a talented cast of stars, but the film’s story changes immensely
through its emphasis on horror imagery as well as a more common representation of abuse as the
catalyst for Lou's behavior. As Stanfield points out, the film makes an improbable shift from a
crime story to a horror movie making a seeming mockery of the novel’s violence and internal
ennui. The film shifts the setting from Texas to Montana, which changes the dynamic of Ford's
small-town America by introducing mining in place of oil, but maintains the same problematic
sense of localism and political patronage. The story remains similar in regards to Ford's psychic
trauma, yet the analysis of Ford's psychosis relies heavily on bargain basement Freud with little
of the novel's introspection, although Kennedy does capture a modicum of the novel’s poppsychology analysis in a less nuanced manner. Lou’s childhood trauma is softened into a more

11

Thompson told his daughter “Sharon, it was a bad deal” (qtd. in Heartbreak 135).

153
straightforward and typical narrative, one that parallels many true accounts of serial killers. After
he catches his parents having sex, his father beats him, and he begins having fantasies about his
mother. The film replaces the twisted sexual nature of Ford's violence and internal angst with a
dramatic visual shift toward horror. As he loses his grip on his sanity, his house and thoughts take
on a sinister appearance evoking Gothic horror. Visions of his father and disembodied voices
represent his internal monologue and ultimate dissolution. The film starts looking more like a
period Poe adaptation than a crime adaptation. Stanfield argues that these “generic conventions
help . . . to make the strange familiar rather than, as Thompson does at his best, making the
familiar strange” (173).
The film shows Ford (Stacy Keach) as a consummate and effective law officer,
privileging how his parents affected his life. Keach’s ford is matter-of-fact and introspective,
talking in some clichés, but not to the extent of the novel’s character. In a voiceover, Ford
remembers stating the law enforcement code of ethics, while he looks into a mirror and ties his
tie, while a bouncy jazz score plays. Keach’s Ford is all business from the outset, quickly
explaining his background, and noting his parent’s prominent positions as academics. Unlike in
the novel, his father is not a doctor. He recounts, “Mom taught psychology. Dad was a professor
of mathematics.” The film also moves the story to the 1970s, and Lou has been an officer since
1964, a position that disappointed his parents.
The film introduces struggles between the miner’s union and Chester Conway (Keenan
Wynn) to show how Lou maintains order, while appeasing the locals and the politicians who run
the city. Lou claims that despite being one of the most powerful men in Central City, Conway
cannot control the miners. Lou contends that “some of the miners were threatening to call a
strike unless they got better working conditions and higher salaries. Old Chester didn’t like that
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one bit.” He asks Lou to keep an eye on things, and Lou soon contends with Elmer Conway (Don
Stroud), a loud-mouthed “daddy’s boy” who perpetually screws up. Lou stops a fight between
him and one of the miners, moderating between each side. Lou takes a brotherly approach in
dealing with Elmer and accuses him of thinking too much.
In this way, Lou is set up as likeable, so that his drift into psychosis has more impact,
although early on there is little evidence of it. Unlike in the novel, where we get Lou's
perspective and know he is struggling with mental problems, the film generally portrays him as a
nice guy through over the shoulder and point of view shots. When the film shows Lou physically
struggling with his psychosis, it adds elements that show he is capable of being a good law
officer. His past is tangibly connected to his surroundings, and they affect his frame of mind,
despite his struggle against them. The physical evidence of this struggle stands in for the novel's
first-person perspective. In the novel, Lou vacillates mentally, while the film uses physical
struggle, which gives the narrative a different feel.
The film displays Lou’s interest in popular psychology, drawing from more recent
psychological texts. He gives district attorney Howard Hendricks (Charles McGraw), who is
running against Conway, a ride, and the man comments on his reading habits: “Interesting
reading there, Lou. You going back to school?” He has a pile of paperbacks, including Eric
Berne’s Games People Play (1964), a more up-to-date psychological text that focuses on
transactional analysis, a theory that examines interactions between people.
Berne’s theories update Freud for the 1970s “Me” generation and significantly show a
different approach to psychoanalysis that favors interaction between people. Transactional
analysis involves the analysis of patients’ social transactions and determines how they have
developed. The “therapy can be used to help patients identify patterns in relationships and help
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them change these relationship structures” (“Transactional”). While Freud mainly talked to
patients and analyzed their thoughts, Berne’s method directly looks at how interactions affect
people’s entire lives because “expectations and demands of others, particularly during
childhood” influence people (“Transactional”). Berne also studies how games, “ongoing series of
complementary ulterior transactions . . . often repetitious, superficially plausible, with a
concealed motivation” affect and order people's lives (Berne 48). Berne theorizes that people
play these games and interact with each other for rewards.
While the novel typically depicts Lou’s internal structure and discussion of his problems,
the film points to the impact of Berne’s theory as he discusses his studies with others. Even the
shots account for this providing many close-ups of Lou engaged in conversation. Lou responds,
“Just trying to stay smart, Howard. Trying to stay on top of things. You know sometimes I reckon
I should have been a college professor or something like that.” His relationship with his parents
becomes a concern early in the film, coupled with his attraction to intelligent people. He begins
to play games as a young man to understand people better and has continued to play them
throughout his life. He learns from these texts and uses them in each transaction he makes.
The early scenes show Ford as a master manipulator whose normalcy and control allow
him to take advantage of people. For example, the scene soon shifts to Lou talking to deputy
sheriff, Jeff Plummer (Jim Kennedy), who has Johnny Lopez (Pepe Serna) in custody for trying
to wreck Conway’s office. Lou tells the man to be good to him because he is a friend. At the jail,
the film better defines his relationship with Johnny, and the town’s attitude toward different races
becomes evident. While class issues are important, the film unnecessarily points out Johnny’s
nationality with racial slurs. This calls attention to the community’s lack of diversity and the
nature of the narrative. When the police fingerprint Johnny, Elmer, who Lou had to arrest,
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drawls, “He’s so greasy; you ain’t going to need no ink.” They strip him down in front of the
other prisoners and treat him inhumanely. In doing so, the film stresses Elmer’s privilege, but
also makes Ford’s reserved and well-mannered attitude seem disconcerting. But it also shows
that in a community of racists, Ford might be the only one unconcerned with race. In truth, no
one else seems as reasonable as he does. He is completely in control, but seems to be holding
something back. His very normalcy marks him as a law and order figure, but his actions seem
too good to be true, and the film quickly hints at the disorders beneath his facade.
Ford begins seeing and hearing things in a marked psychological thriller/horror manner.
First, he sees his father sitting at the diner counter. When they call him to calm Johnny down, he
hears disembodied voices. The film increasingly uses this technique. Water is dripping from all
the faucets at the jail, and Ford hears voices, presumably his father and mother, telling him to
turn it off. He claims that he wants to share his problems with Amy, but a sick feeling keeps him
from doing so, and then “everything would be all right again for a while.” The film changes
Ford’s moments of insanity from poor impulse control to a sick transformation. The character
and the film take on a Jekyll and Hyde mutation as he gets sicker and his seeming heroism starts
to fall apart at the seams.
The first meeting between Lou and Joyce Lakeland (Susan Tyrell) is inauspicious and
plays out much like in the book at first with the addition of psychological flashbacks. Sheriff
Bob Maples (John Dehner) sends him to see her without much of a reason: “She’s a whore lives
five miles out on Old Derrick Road. Talk to her. If she gives you any trouble, run her out of
town.” He asks her to leave town, or he will book her. She slaps him, and he starts having
flashbacks that reveal the hidden psychoses that shape him, including scenes where his mother
slaps him, and a voice keeps repeating, “It’s all right.” The flashback cuts to his eyes, and he
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slaps her, before seeing his father again. The two make love and she tells him about Elmer and
the money.
Lou’s relationship with Amy (Tisha Sterling) is also fraught with tension and jealousy,
despite his outward appearance of good boyfriend. When he meets her at his house, she kisses
him and accuses him of having an affair. In this version, she smells the cheap perfume. He tells
her that ran a prostitute out of town and does not need to mess around because he has a nice girl.
The discussion turns to his loyalty, and she claims, “sometimes I see a look come into your eyes
… it’s like something terrible is happening to you.” The film does not spend much time building
this story as he has barely been with her, but she believes his attitude is tearing them apart. She
asks him to marry her, and he tells her that he cannot. In the dark with his thoughts, he looks
through a window and sees a couple undressing. This leads to another round of even more
dramatic voices and visions that reveal his unraveling mental state. He hears laughing and
voices, repeating over and over, “take it off.” The camera shows a close-up of his eyes before a
flashback of his younger self watching a couple under the sheets in bed accompanied by flashes
of lightning on the wall.
Keach’s Lou never plans his criminal actions because the “sickness” seems to control him
physically and mentally, and he is not able to control it. He tells Joyce, who is fairly unlikeable
in this version when he tries to convince her to go with Elmer, “It’s not going to work. I can’t see
you anymore” after she has blackmailed Chester Conway for 50,000 dollars. She begs him to
stay, and she pretends to consent before threatening him: “You know, I’m a bad loser and just as
sure as hell I’m going to blow the whistle on you.” Unlike the book, Lou’s actions are not
premeditated. In the novel, Lou always makes excuses and justifications for his killings,
sometimes developing multiple scenarios for what he will do, and explaining in detail how he
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cannot control it. In the film, the “sickness” grabs hold of Lou, and he appears more sympathetic
because his change does not seem physically controllable. He knocks Joyce out and kneels by
her unsure of what to do before Elmer honks his car horn, and he must decide. As in the novel,
Elmer gives him money because he has earned it. Lou seems genuinely affected by his actions,
but shoots Elmer once he finds her body without a word.
Lou’s self-analysis refers to the psychological texts he has read, notably accounting for
Eric Berne’s work, thus he knows how to play games because he has studied how to deal with
other people and figure out how to fit into their lives. When Dr. Jason Smith (John Carradine)
comes to his house to ostensibly buy it, but means to analyze him, he ends up analyzing himself,
and asking the doctor for psychiatric help: “Do I feel persecuted?” He explains, “There are no
outward signs of disturbance. Wouldn't you say my behavior is logical? I'm totally aware of
everything I do . . . We know that my condition is defined as schizophrenia – paranoid type.”
Lou shifts between normalcy and psychosis: “When things get rough, I just go out and kill a few
people. Would you like a bottle of beer, doctor?” Lou accepts his condition and justifies it,
acknowledging his knowledge of psychology books and the terms of his madness to a doctor,
who he does not believe can implicate him. He clinically explains his lack of control and how
others view him.
In the film’s final scenes, Lou is forced to make hard choices as the film prioritizes
supernatural-like elements through spooky music and effects. He continues to hear voices, and he
strikes Amy after she declares, “everything is going to be all right.” He seems to regret what he
has done, as he cries and carries her upstairs because the police are on their way. The music
increases in intensity, and he hears laughter as he slowly walks outside to meet his doom. It is
raining, and Bob and the others are there. He walks out and sees Joyce sitting in one of their cars.
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He smiles, and to the sound of over the top jazz music, walks toward her. The scene cuts between
him and her face as the rain pours down. He pulls his gun and the cops kill him.
Burt Kennedy's 1976 adaptation updates the psychological elements and provides a more
physical interpretation of Lou's struggle against his inner demons. It uses horror elements to
accentuate Lou's descent into madness and paints his struggle as a fight against a Jekyll and
Hyde transformation, removing the elements of internal conflict that typified the novel.
However, the film updates Lou's personal psychological examination, adding newer psychology
textbooks and further discussions of psychology with other characters. The horror elements
ultimately undermine these examinations and turn the narrative into a crime story that relies on
supernatural tropes to show Lou's fragmentation. The film also downplays Lou's violence by
telegraphing it through horrific moments, and removing the sadomasochistic elements for the
most part.
In contrast, Michael Winterbottom's 2010 adaptation, which stars Casey Affleck as Lou,
relies more on plot points and scenes from the novel, infusing the narrative with more
sadomasochism and brutality. It accounts for more contemporary views of the serial killer and
relies on ultra-realistic depictions of horrific violence. As Peter Stanfield argues, the film was
“marketed as a neo-noir or something more than a noir” and took a very different direction by
prioritizing the violence (183). The film deemphasizes the references to psychology of the earlier
texts, but his psychological state is paramount even though there is little introspection or overt
psychological analysis. Instead, the film represents many common Noir tropes of deceit and
murder filtered through the blackest view of human nature, depicting Ford at his most
psychopathic. Freudian psychology is a more important touchstone than in Kennedy but the film
approaches it like the novel, as Lou discusses his life through voice-overs. Unlike the novel, the
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film does not allow the viewer much direct access into Ford's mind but relies more fully on Lou’s
violent actions.
The film’s copy and marketing presents it as a throwback to 1950s Film Noir updated for
the twenty-first century with an emphasis on existential ennui and absurdity. The copy on one
movie poster reads, “In Thompson's savage, bleak, blacker-than-noir universe, nothing is ever
what it seems, and it turns out that the investigators pursuing him might have a secret of their
own.” The movie posters capture a seemingly early aesthetic, mirroring those of the 90s, with
soft images of the stars in period clothing with chalkboard writing scrawled across them. The
film poster includes a quote from Mark Olsen of the Los Angeles Times, proclaiming “An
electrifying film capturing the inferno burning inside the mind of one man.” The soft lighting and
choice evocative quotes attempt to evoke a more realistic noir aesthetic that borrows from
convention but relies more heavily on the novel. Instead, they closely recall the marketing of
earlier adaptations.
The film attempts to reject certain noir conventions, while remaining true to the story
elements of the novel, settings, and period. In fact, as Stanfield stresses, the film itself tries to
escape generic convention as “immediately announced by the film's title sequence, which uses
pop art graphics over which Little Willie John's 1956 classic rendition of 'Fever' is heard” (183).
Tellingly, the film uses period music, although the song was released a few years after the novel
because the director “shifted the book to '57,” to represent a more faithful historical setting for
the novel (Smith 148). While it does not exactly capture typical noir iconography, these touches
make the film seem truer to Thompson's vision, and, indeed, represent the novel's average smalltown setting.12 Winterbottom says that the “idea was to make it as close to the atmosphere and
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landscape and society of the novel as possible . . . we didn't want to do a pastiche of the 1950s.”
(qtd in Smith 146). They moved it to 1957 and kept it in Texas to capture the feel of the oil
boom, so the director used a “mix of fifties' architecture for the new town and the old Westernstyle, turn-of-the-century architecture,” as well as “music from the period . . . a cross section of
pop and some sort of Texas swing” (qtd. in Smith 148). The film also accounts for Ford's father's
record collection and books because the director wanted to create a separation between Lou's
private world and public one. The music in his father's house is classical which contrasts greatly
with that in the rest of the film, but adds to the tension Ford feels as he is pulled between his
public and private self and struggles against his father's influence.
Michael Winterbottom's adaptation spends more time creating Lou Ford’s inner world
than Kennedy's, while aggressively mapping his external violence in an unsettling, realistic
manner that verges on the problematic. The film’s depictions of violence are shocking, upping
the ante on the novel’s savagery with visceral impact. Ford appears very unheroic and does little
to conceal his misogyny; the most glaring scenes involve him brutally and consciously beating
women, and then casually going about his business. Because he always concentrates his violence
on female victims, the men he kills seem like an afterthought. Whereas the novel provides a level
of justification and internal causation, the movie offers sustained unsettling violence to increase
uncomfortability. Lou's comforting words after he commits violent acts increases the discomfort,
particularly when he talks sweetly to Joyce Lakeland (Jessica Alba) after putting her in a coma.
The violence builds throughout the film, yet remains especially unsettling because Lou never
expresses his inner thoughts. The 1976 version stresses the psychological unraveling of Lou's

public patronage.
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mind, while the violence in Winterbottom's adaptation bursts at the seams in such a way that Lou
barely bottles it up. The killer inside wants to spill out with little psychological foreshadowing.
These violent murder scenes have garnered the film negative publicity from a public that
often clamors for stylized violence. The realism of the scenes recall the familiar reality of the
true-crime narratives that often inspire violent crime films in stark, unsettling detail that hits very
close to home. Nor is the violence presented in the manner of a typical crime film despite its
stylistic Noir trappings. The film attempts fidelity as Winterbottom claimed the “film was as
'true' to Thompson's story as he could make it” (qtd. in Stanfield 183). There were reports that
people booed when the film was screened in Berlin and at Sundance, and Winterbottom and
several critics have defended the use of violence because of his attempts at fidelity. The question
at the heart of debate over Winterbottom's use of violence revolves around whether the film is
“exploitative, sensational, and, most worrying, deeply misogynistic” or whether the violence is
justifiable given that it attempts to present the real evil behind such deeds (183).
Winterbottom's faithfulness to the novel stems from his desire to present the ugly and
disturbing nature of Thompson's work. In a sense, this decision connects his adaptation more to
the realm of real crime reporting, as the film does not attempt to conceal the narrative’s horrific
elements. Moreover, it shows the brutality that most pulp films refuse to feature. As Peter
Stanfield contends, “Winterbottom makes lovers of pulp look at what they may prefer not to see:
the fact that women in these fictions are more often than not human punching bags for the male
protagonist, who uses them as objects on which to take out his frustration and sate his bitter
rage” (185). The film does so in a way that emphasizes the violence rather than allude to it. This
does not excuse the violence, but perhaps allows the film to be a closer adaptation than previous
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ones, at least in feel. Furthermore, it roots the narrative in the culture of its time and prioritizes
the obsession that crime narratives continue to hold today.
Winterbottom's film is faithful to the action and timeline of the novel to order it more like
a real-life sequence of events. He told Damon Smith that “I think one of the great things about
the book is the pace of the narrative. Within a few pages, the story's being set up. Lou's gone to
meet Joyce Lakeland, there's been a moment of violence and sex, and really from that point on,
Thompson keeps the story moving so new things are constantly happening” (qtd in Smith 144).
The film maintains a breakneck pace, while maintaining some of the seemingly random elements
of the novel. While Ford has an answer for every problem, other characters in the novel are not
so sure of themselves. For example, the oil worker who tries to blackmail Ford fails because he
has not really thought his plan through. Everything he does from the moment he lays eyes on
Ford is chance.
The film uses the element of chance to emphasize credibility, just like the novel, stressing
what many crime narratives have in common, a seeming nihilism that can happen in life and is
often tamed or changed by fictional narratives. Randomness remains alluring and even when the
narrator gives reasons for his actions, there is still an element of the untamed or unknown. Ford
provides psychological reasons for the crimes he has committed and will commit, but a feeling of
senselessness remains as he seems so unreliable. This feeling of senselessness adds credibility to
the narrative because even though people attempt to impose patterns on their lives and create a
story, there is always uncertainty. Crime narratives usually add closure, while real-life crime is
not wrapped up so tidily. Winterbottom postulates, “There are psychological explanations in the
book, but it's more the sense of pointlessness and waste, and the tenderness of the situation that
attracted me” (qtd in Smith 145). Truly, pointlessness is a large part of the narrative, but the
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killer's psychology and his reasoning are what makes Lou such a compelling character. The
movie maintains the character's credibility, yet continually prioritizes violence as the solution to
this feeling of emptiness.
A major difference in the film is that it does not rely on the first-person narrative of the
novel, thus neglecting the popular psychology and internal narration that made Thompson's book
so revolutionary. Unlike the 1976 version, the 2010 film commonly stresses the psychological
through Lou’s direct actions instead of elements of heightened suspense. The flashbacks provide
insight into his life but never directly allude to his psychoses. The film uses infrequent firstperson voice over and never places Lou off screen unless he is the point-of-view character. He
remains the focal point just as he did in the book, and the viewer sees everything through his
eyes. Affleck is affable and charming as Lou when he is not engaged in violence, although he
spends little time explaining his actions, and the slight narration never provides much insight.
. The film contrasts Lou Ford's simple and clichéd outer persona sharply with more
cultured moments when he plays the piano and sings, depicting several sides of his personality,
just like Kennedy’s film, in other ways besides voiceover and dialogue, rearranging noir tropes to
build a separation between high and low culture. He plays piano twice in his home, playing “a
light blues figure when in the company of a man he will shortly kill, and a classical piece when
he is on his own” (Stanfield 187). He also sings Spade Cooley and the Western Swing Gang's
“Shame on You” with a fellow officer. These performances give the character a balance that
offsets the extreme violence. He is a cultured killer who puts on a mantle of the banal. Since the
movie does not focus on his psychological state to the extent that the novel does, these moments
add to the veracity of his neurosis. Viewers can see him change, and it gives the character
complexity, while providing additional historical context.
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The film quickly gives a full approximation of Ford's public persona when Sheriff Bob
Maples (Tom Bower) orders him to do something about prostitute Joyce Lakeland because of
public outcry. He tells him, “I know you'll be gentle, as gentle and pleasant as you can be, so go
out and see how she looks.” The film emphasizes Lou's calm demeanor as he calmly takes the
sheriff’s orders. In a voiceover, he comments that the “trouble with growing up in a small town is
that everybody thinks they know who you are. I was born here twenty-nine years ago, and
Central City was small enough that my father was the only doctor in town. Then the oil boom
came, and the town grew to fit its name.” He is humble and self-effacing as he explains that the
sheriff's department works for the city and the county. Just like in the book, he appears wellmannered and justified in public. He claims, “Out here you're a man and a gentleman or you're
not anything at all. And god help you if you're not.”
At Joyce Lakeland's residence, he maintains this demeanor in his interactions with her,
before showing his sadistic streak toward women for the first time. As in the novel, he hides his
true intentions before identifying himself properly. She responds, “The only decent looking guy
I've seen in this stink hole, and he's a boy scout with a badge.” She demands to hear what he
wants, and he explains that he wants her out of town by sundown or he will take her in for
prostitution. After she slaps him, he takes off his belt and whips her with it before they have sex.
This is the first time he commits a violent act, but just as in the book, his early actions are less
brutal than they will be later. They are soon in a relationship because he cannot stop going back
“like the wind was turned on a dying fly.” Lou’s clichés are a major component of the film and
are sprinkled liberally throughout. The film employs a few choice lines from the novel to show
Lou’s complexity, although his self-analysis, which is central to the novel’s narrative voice, is
never as evident.
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The relationship between Lou and Joyce quickly becomes a major plot point as she tells
him about her designs on Conway and involves him in her scheme, appealing to his ego and the
class differences between them. The action quickly switches to the Elmer Conway plot when
Joyce confides to Lou that Conway is “crazy about me, and he's dumb as hell.” In a voiceover,
Lou explains that even though Conway is not really a bad man, but just spoiled, “Joyce was a
fool to think she could put one over on old man Conway. But her plan started me thinking about
how I could settle some old scores of my own.” The film quickly plants the seed of revenge,
even while it rearranges scenes.
The film emphasizes the novel’s sadomasochistic elements through Lou’s treatment of
Joyce and Amy Stanton (Kate Hudson) and his methods for dealing with the Conways. When
Lou attacks Joyce, he explains how the older Conway had his brother killed as in the book telling
her, “They'll just think he got tanked, like he usually is, and then you two got to fighting, and you
both got killed.” She responds, “Well, that doesn't make any sense. How am I supposed to be
dead?” He puts black gloves on and keeps punching her until she is unconscious in a violent
scene that juxtaposes his constant reassurances with murder as he kills Elmer with her gun. He
sends Elmer in and shoots him four times when he discovers her body, explaining that it was
suicide “you're just too stupid to see it.”
The film also chronicles Ford’s relationship with his father through flashbacks that
establish his sexual history and the beginning of his sadism. The film clearly displays his sadism
through memories stemming from nude pictures of his father’s housekeeper he finds tucked into
Lamentations in his father's bible, a touch like the other versions. A copy of The Life and Work of
Sigmund Freud is on the shelf next to it, emphasizing the novel’s psychological texts. He is
boxing with her in the flashback, and she asks him to hit her harder. Soon she is naked and
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showing him what his father did to her. The scene’s Freudian overtones are evident, and it clearly
fashioned his later treatment of women and understanding of sex and human relationships. He
internalizes what the housekeeper taught him in one of his first consensual sexual experiences,
but her affair with his father confuses him. She asks, “You want to be a big boy? Look what your
daddy did. Do you want to do it too? It's okay. I like it when you hurt me.” Earlier in the film
sitting in his car, he remembers his brother’s arrest for his rape of a young girl. This scene is
short and never fully explained, but the film clearly insinuates that his father got him out of
trouble, and his brother took the fall.
The buildup to Amy’s murder is quicker than in the novel, despite Lou’s vacillations, and
his violent acts soon take precedence, while he continually conflates her with Joyce. Satisfying
his masochistic tendencies, he comments, “I could almost fool myself into thinking it was her.
But it wasn't her. And for that matter, it wouldn't have made any difference if it had been. I'd just
be right back where I started.” He shifts between thoughts of violence and thoughts of love as he
did with Joyce. He explains, “I knew I had to kill Amy. I could put the reason into words. But
every time I thought about it, I had to stop and think why again . . . it would come over me that I
was gonna kill her, and the idea seemed so crazy that I'd almost laugh out loud.” On the day, they
are supposed to elope, he kills her. He whispers, “Don't say anything, Amy. Don't say anything.”
Just like in the book, he lets her crawl, stripping her, and taking his time killing her. He reads the
paper and watches her die, a smug self-satisfaction on his face. Then he gets money out and
waits for the blackmailing “bum” to show up. The camera follows his actions throughout with
medium shots and close-ups on his face. When the man arrives, Lou invites him in and accuses
him of killing her: “You stupid son of a bitch. I was gonna marry that poor little girl.” He chases
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the man down the street as western swing music plays, accusing him. Jeff Plummer guns the man
down, but Lou repeatedly stabs the man before falling on the body.
In a role that combines the character from the novel with the Doctor that psychoanalyzes
Lou in both Kennedy’s film and the novel, Billy Boy Walker (Jeff Pullman), a silver-tongued
lawyer takes him out of the asylum where the police put him and drives him home to grill him
about his involvement. Joe Rothman hired the lawyer, and Lou knows from the beginning who
sent him because he believes the Union director wants to buy his way out of trouble. Lou does
not want to talk to the lawyer because he does not want to hurt Rothman because as he explains,
“I just don't want anyone else to get hurt.” He tells him the truth, knowing that they will arrest
him, after they build a connection based on Walker's similar penchant for autodidactism; he
taught himself how to practice law through books and only spent two years at agricultural school.
Lou’s death in Winterbottom’s film is like the novel but continues to emphasize the film’s
violence, his vacillations, and extreme treatment of women. Lou pours gasoline around his parlor
and does not flinch when Hendricks and Jeff come in with Joyce. He talks sweetly to her, and she
explains that she did not snitch, explaining, “I wanted to see you, so I could tell you.” He replies,
“Don't say anything. I love you too.” The cops cannot stop him from stabbing her. They shoot
him through her, and the whole house erupts into a giant fireball in an unrealistic scene that
reinforces the violence yet undermines the realistic portrayal of Lou.
The film transforms Jim Thompson's basic narrative to account for how society's view of
crime has changed. Audiences still appreciate internal narratives that reveal the killer’s mind, but
this theme has been increasingly coupled with the trend towards punishment. Accordingly, in
newer narratives, criminals have become prone to self-loathing and a larger emphasis on media
analysis has replaced self-analysis. However, Thompson's narrative is instrumental in taking
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themes that were popular in true crime magazines and fictionalizing them for an appreciative and
growing paperback audience. He created a complex protagonist that not only kills but also
obsesses about it, trying to determine why he does it but knowing he will continue. Lou Ford
attempts to justify every moment of his life to maintain control. He is more self-aware than
earlier crime protagonists are because of his psychological knowledge. Unlike Clyde Griffiths,
he understands himself and uses his knowledge to get out of trouble. That said, he is still
impetuous like Rico and Tommy Gibbs and is destined for self-destruction despite his
knowledge. While the film narratives update Lou for different decades, he never can escape his
fate. He learns that he will pay for his crimes, and he is powerless to prevent it despite selfanalysis and evidence of his sickness. Like real-life serial killers, even if he can feel remorse, he
is powerless to stop. In Kennedy's film, Lou's actions are an inevitability that bubble up from a
placid and heroic exterior, while Winterbottom relies on showing the visceral results of Lou's
sadistic nature in a very visual and violent manner.
True-crime narratives took a turn toward the personal and psychological in the 1950s, and
Thompson’s novel and its adaptations reinforce this through their use of popular psychology to
explore Lou Ford’s psychoses. Each text allows a glimpse into his mind and shows how he
attempts to hide the sickness as he analyses himself and attempts to appear normal. By this point,
issues of salvation were practically nonexistent, except perhaps in the killer's own mind.
However, crime narratives have always been problematic and not easily resolved even when
basic motives are applicable. Just as Clyde killed Roberta in a fit of passion, despite his awkward
planning and creation of other motives, there is still room for variation. Larger-than-life
characters existed in many crime narratives and would continue to as shown in the legendary
portrayal of serial killers in the 1970s. Ford is a complicated Roman Noir protagonist, analyzing
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himself and anticipating serial killer narratives, as well as the increasingly visceral state of crime
narrative in the later 20th century as concerns of increasing violence caused punishment to
become the primary means of control.

CHAPTER FOUR
HIP HOP AND THE MARGINS OF TRUE CRIME: NEW JACK CITY AND THE BAD
MAN REVISITED

True-crime narratives reached a new audience through hip hop lyrics and urban crime
films in the 80s and 90s as the public became increasingly occupied with race and ethnic identity
in the inner cities and complications with the burgeoning crack epidemic. Like earlier depictions
of ethnic crime, these narratives showed how both crime and the response from law enforcement
affect inner city populations, while they attempted to maintain authenticity and find personal
empowerment. They clearly delineated how perception and handling of crime was still in a
punitive stage toward marginalized populations. They also reinforced the idea that “crime does
not pay” as urban characters attempted to reach the American Dream but were summarily
punished. These texts accordingly dealt heavily with crime management, usually focusing on
punitive measures that were modeled after real-life practices. These performances took W.E.B.
Dubois' concept of double consciousness, his term for black creation of self to fit into the white
community, into account as characters struggled for authenticity just like their real-life
counterparts in an environment that had become increasingly tougher since 1970s.
Films such as The Hughes Brother's Menace II Society (1993), John Singleton's Boyz 'N
The Hood (1991), and Ernest R. Dickerson's Juice (1992) not only portrayed the gritty nature of
street life in America but showed the effect that crime and drugs were having on inner city
communities and how communities were making efforts to deal with the epidemic. Hip hop
culture heavily influenced the look and feel of these films, thus true-crime and inner city
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narratives were updated for the current cultural milieu and the genre’s perceived connections to
and commentary on the drug scene. The “bad man” was a constant trope in these films as largerthan-life characters were developed that borrowed from folklore, Blaxploitation, and hip hop.
Furthermore, the hip hop scene that these films drew from also accounted for the “bad man” and
Blaxploitation narratives.
New Jack City (1991) portrays the conflation of these elements, drawing as much from
hip hop and its offshoots like New Jack Swing as it does from real-life Detroit crime and Barry
Michael Cooper’s coverage for the Village Voice to show how crime developed in urban areas
and communities dealt with the consequences. New Journalist Barry Michael Cooper coined the
term, “New Jack” and covered the exploits of the Chamber Brothers, one of the biggest gangs in
Detroit during the 1980s. The film also stresses the commercial struggle between two popular
music forms, New Jack Swing, a genre of rhythm and blues music that borrowed heavily from
hip hop and was lyrically invested in sexual and urban themes, and hip hop, and highlights how
east coast and west coast subgenres informed the lives of the characters in sound and fashion. It
also accounts for folkloric concepts of the “bad man” in its portrayals of gangsters, as well as
representations of criminals that were first put forth in the Blaxploitation films of the 1970s.
Not unlike Blaxploitation films of the 1970s, these crime films portray empowered black
characters who struggle to escape their problems, but they use far different techniques. David
Walker writes, concerning Blaxploitation, “there were finally larger-than-life black heroes who
saved the day, often standing up to the dominant oppressor” (ix). These films “provided a
generation with iconic heroes” that brought the image of the bad man to larger audiences
replacing “old negative stereotype that had dominated films for over 70 years . . . [with] new
archetypes, including drug dealers, pimps, and hardened criminals that nonetheless supported the
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black community (ix). However, 90s crime films, did not share the earlier genre's pretense of
saving the community from oppressors, but instead opted to present characters, not unlike Black
Caesar’s Tommy Gibbs, who had their own agendas that went beyond the antihero image found
in Blaxploitation, and modeled themselves after the capitalist, power hungry white heroes found
in other crime narratives. Nor did these characters strain against mostly white aggressors who
were trying to destroy their communities or become larger-than-life heroes who fit racial
stereotypes. That said, the solution to crime found in these films tended to be multicultural and
did not always rely on the black community.
These crime films offer more realistic portrayals of community members and average
people, showing how outside forces had both negative and positive effects as the outside world
comments on communities and tries to change them. Furthermore, they present characters that
did not just struggle with street-level concerns but were concerned with authentic representation
to the public and the community. Thus, their appearances and actions heavily borrowed from hip
hop not just street culture. Just as hip hop artists have struggled to maintain authenticity while
trying to sell albums, gang members must walk the fine line of “keeping it real” and not
upsetting their place in the community. As Mich Nyawalo contends, this authenticity is “often
used either by those who seek to distance themselves from and reject hyper-commercialized and
commodified forms of hip-hop that they consider ‘inauthentic,’ or by defenders of mainstream
rap music who, in an attempt to justify the misogyny and neo-minstrel images in the music
contend that the art form simply depicts the realities of inner cities” (461).
Hip Hop authenticity is grounded in an array of representations and community
interactions, including the trickster archetype of the “bad man” that influenced Black Caesar and
earlier black gangster films. Nyawalo argues, hip hop wavers between a nostalgic look back at
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older musical forms and ideas and the need to be “experimentally avant-garde at the same time”
(461). The concept of authenticity is juxtaposed with the concept of keeping it fresh or adding a
new spin on old forms. Artists juggle their social realities with knowledge of repressive systems
to maintain local community connections and keep the cultural capital that will help them resist
these oppressive structures. They are part of what Cornel West has argued is the marginalist
tradition of response in African American life, which “promotes a self-image of both
confinement and creativity, restriction and revolt . . . encompass[ing] a highly individualistic
rebellion of Afro-Americans who are marginal to, or exist on the edges of, Afro-American
culture and see little use in assimilating into the American mainstream” (80). Both hip hop and
black gangsta culture have borrowed from a body of history and culture which championed
authenticity and cultural resistance against white culture, taking elements from it to create a
perceived Robin Hood-esque or heroic character, the aforementioned “bad man” archetype.
Nyawalo argues that double consciousness is prevalent in the case of hip hop artists who use
cultural tropes that date back to the “trickster and badman heroic figures that have existed in
African-American music and folklore since the dawn of North American slavery” (462). These
figures have remained a cultural touchstone influencing both hip hop figures and modern day
criminals.
Double consciousness currently takes on different forms as blacks find other ways to
communally represent their authenticity in American culture to resist oppression. In more recent
iterations, such as the hip hop star, authenticity relies on a different variation of double
consciousness in which participants create controversial figures that borrow from historical
archetypes and contemporary black and American culture.1 Imani Perry writes that outlaw values
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Jonathan Munby points out that the “badman-pimp-hustler-trickster demands to be known as something other than
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in hip hop can be literal through the “personification of the outlaw or through outlaw values, but
it is also present in the sense of opposition to norms that unfairly punish black communities or
discount the complexity of choices faced by those black and poor in the United States, and it
presents itself in the creation of alternative values, norms, and ideals in contrast to those
embraced in American society” (103). On the other hand, Jonathan Munby argues that the
“singular ability of the mythological black badman to remain immune to white power . . .
depended on his ruthlessly violent treatment of members of his own community” (Bad Sign 1).
Proto and contemporary gangsters, trickster figures, and “bad men,” such as the infamous
“Stagger Lee,” influence modern gangstas and hip hop luminaries in their quest for authenticity
and agency just as they have influenced the black community for decades. Indeed, the “Stagger
Lee” ballad, based on Billy Lyons’ murder in 1897 St. Louis, modernized many of the “bad man”
tropes and had an early and ongoing influence on other forms of popular culture. Cecil Brown
points out that the ballad began as a field holler in the 1890s around the time blues first appeared,
but more recently “it has taken musical shape as ballad, as blues, as jazz, as epic and as folk
song. Its influence can be found in every 20th-century American cultural form, from rock'n'roll
to literature to politics to cinema to hip-hop” (“Godfather”). Variants of “Stagolee” tell how Lee
Shelton (Stagger Lee) killed Lyons and emphasize trickster aspects of his character attaching
supernatural powers to his exploits, often depicting him as having sold his soul to the devil. In
fact, John W. Roberts contends that many variants include a magical explanation for why Stagger
Lee shot Billy – a “dispute over his 'magic stetson[sic] hat' which was generally believed to be

‘other’ – and yet does this through seeming conformity to a white racist stereotype about black male behavior and
priapic prowess” (Bad Sign 9). However, his process is a vital response not only historically, but also for its “critical
theoretical significance with regard to the struggle against racism” (8-9).
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the source of his power as a badman” (201).

2

The circumstances surrounding Lyon’s murder accorded the event added mythical
resonance that explains its continuing influence. According to eyewitnesses, the fight started as a
political discussion. Shelton grabbed Lyons' hat and bent it out of shape, so Lyons than grabbed
his hat and Shelton pulled his gun. Bystanders claimed that Lyons reached for a knife and told
Shelton, "You cock-eyed son-of-a-bitch, I'm going to make you kill me. (qtd. in Brown, Stagolee
38)." Then Stagger Lee shot him while maintaining his cool. Brown contends that the shooting
had “serious political consequences” and led to the legend’s growth because Lyons was related to
Henry Bridgewater, one of St Louis' richest men, a “staunch Republican, as were nearly all of St
Louis's 25,000 black people,” while Shelton was a Democrat (Brown, “Godfather”). Democrats
were unhappy that the Republican Party was ignoring their interests and sought change, but the
continued differences gave the legend power. Stagger Lee's status as a pimp added to his legend
as a “bad man” because “under the guise of "sporting" clubs, frequently called the 400 Clubs,
pimps, saloon-keepers, and gamblers exerted voting power for the Democratic party”
(“Godfather”). Roberts argues that the “pimp was portrayed as an iconoclastic figure whose
position outside of an oppressive structure [and] provided the most visceral symbol of social
resistance” (467).
The 90s crime films borrowed heavily from this mythology and accounted for the same
influences that shaped it, but also presented a black directorial commentary on earlier films that
drew on this “bad man” tradition. Black filmmakers took some of the Blaxploitation’s tenets and
developed them with a sartorial eye for crafting realistic settings, while combating the
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Stagger Lee was also often depicted as having been born with a caul, or portion of birth membrane over his face,
an element that added to the supernatural tone of the tales because in black folklore it is purported to give the
newborn the power to see ghosts.
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stereotypes that Blaxploitation directors had promoted. Equal parts homage and revisionism,
these films took influences from various exploitation genres, as well as the boom in independent
film in the 1990s, to create a new genre that presented coming of age stories in more realistic
urban communities where crime was part of daily life. Filmmakers melded audience expectations
of inner city drama with drug and addiction narratives, reimagining the tragic hero of earlier
gangster pictures like what Larry Cohen did with Black Caesar. The overarching metanarrative
reinforced the “crime does not pay” message through harsh punishment as characters either are
given lengthy jail sentences or more commonly wind up dead.
During this period, the crack epidemic was running rampant and affecting many urban
communities in major cities across the nation. Between 1984 and 1990, there was a surge in
crack cocaine sale and usage because it was easy to produce and market to more people than
powdered cocaine. Due to a glut in the quantity of cocaine powder, many drug dealers turned to
crack, as it remained highly profitable even as cocaine sales fell. Crack’s introduction in many
United States cities coincided with Reagan administration policies to stop the spread of
communism and bolster American foreign policy. The distribution of crack exploded across the
country, although social critics like Greg Reinarman and Harry G. Levine point out racist policies
that blew the scare out of proportion, arguing that the white media gave the drug more attention
than it deserved when cocaine use became apparent among minorities. They argue that “crack
attracted the attention of politicians and the media because of its downward mobility to and
increased visibility in ghettos and barrios” (19). Through inflammation of the problem, the media
and politicians created an overblown view of crack that amounted to little more than a moral
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scare.

3

Invariably, the drug affected inner city youth and had an indelible influence on both hip
hop culture and gang violence.4 The black community was touched to a disconcerting degree as
“between 1984 and 1994, the homicide rate for black males aged 14-17 more than doubled, and
the homicide rate for black males aged 18-24 increased almost as much,” while fetal death rates
and weapons arrests of blacks also rose” (Fryer, Heaton, Levitt, and Murphy 3).5 In Los Angeles,
the birthplace of gangsta rap, one of the worst crack problems was in South Central where social
realities, such as poverty and unemployment, led to the rise of street gangs and police commonly
raided. The introduction of crack only increased gang presence and dominance during the 1980s
as profits increased. In neighborhoods like South Central there were few options for
advancement as “evacuation of the middle class, and the departure of good jobs, [left] the boom
industries of retailing crack cocaine and mortuary services,” and gang life seemed like a lucrative
alternative to poverty (Kelly and T-Love 31).
Gangsta rap that glorified this gang lifestyle, even if it did not condone it, was pioneered
in mid-1980s Los Angeles. One of the first gangsta rappers, Ice T, released “6 in the Morning” in
1986, and groups like N.W.A. (Niggaz Wit Attitudes) later popularized the form. LA was not
technically the gangsta rap’s birthplace as “Philadelphia's Schooly D is credited as the first

For more information, see Dale D. Chitwood, James E. Rivers, and James A. Inciardi’s The American Pipe Dream:
Crack, Cocaine, and the Inner City (1995), Jeff Grogger and Mike Willis’s The Introduction of Crack Cocaine and
the Rise in Urban Crime Rates (1998), and Thomas Mieczkowski’s “Crack Dealing on the Street: Crew System and
the Crack House” (1992).
3

4

Not surprisingly, the drug's availability led to rising tension between rival gangs who saw it as a way to increase
their profits. Raegan Kelly and T-Love contend, that the drug’s availability “increased the economic stakes in Crip
vs. Blood turf wars to outrageous levels, although as any informed person could tell you, the community never saw
any economic benefit . . . For black people, cocaine was merely salt on the wounds of economic neglect” (31).
Incidentally, “homicide rates for Black males 25 and older were essentially flat over the same period” (Fryer,
Heaton, Levitt, and Murphy 3).
5
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hiphop gangsta, closely followed by KRS-One and Scott La Rock,” the city was responsible for
the form’s progression, especially as it related to the music's connection to the crack epidemic
(24). “6 in the Morning” was released during a period when the “LAPD had been involved in
many early-morning raids, arresting thousands of people of colour” and releasing the majority
without charging them for crimes (24). A blueprint of LA street life, the song chronicles the
introduction of crack cocaine, the common occurrence of domestic abuse, and systematic police
harassment.
News reports and suggestive lyrical content added to the growing legendry of rappers as
larger-than-life “bad men” not unlike the heroes and villains found in Blaxploitation films. Both
rappers and real-life gangster figures strived for credibility, so they borrowed elements from
older cultural movements to express their authenticity. Mythology grew up around rap figures
commonly alleged to have been involved in peddling crack and gang affiliations, especially as
rappers increasingly covered the drug’s damaging effects and their involvement with the drug
and police. News and crime reports mentioned their involvement, and their lyrics chronicled the
damage done to their neighborhoods. Maintaining street cred and authenticity is one of the
primary selling points of hip hop and gang culture. However, gangsta rap tropes also have a
direct relationship to the same legal practices that informed a heroic view of the “bad man” as
the “adverse effects of the nation’s current legal structure and penal system have
disproportionately impacted certain economically marginalized segments of the AfricanAmerican community” (Nyawalo 472). Nyawalo argues that the “bad man” archetype maintains
its power because the legal system still marginalizes African Americans and white-controlled
media prominently features black crime.
Danger, violence, and a specific dress code, often modeled on gang affiliation and the
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influence of crime culture, are cornerstones of the gangsta rap lifestyle and lyrics of these songs
celebrate this. As Cheryl Keyes contends, they present a life of “hustling (drug dealing), gangbanging and drive-by shootings, and police repression” (90). Gangsta rap artists wear their
purported gang affiliations like badges of honor, often identifying themselves as members of
major gangs, such as the Bloods and Crips. Keyes writes that another gang culture also
influences West Coast rap, “aspects of contemporary Chicano gang culture, or cholo” (89). East
Coast rappers often wore brand name tracksuits, sheepskin, chains, and Adidas superstars or
Chuck Taylor All-Stars, and affected a cosmopolitan look that reflected New York gang culture
and the DJ scene, while the West Coast scene adopted a darker look to go along with their gang
affiliations. For example, these artists are “credited with popularizing baggy khaki pants and
jeans, oversized shirts, baseball caps, bandanas, and lowriders – all idiosyncratic to cholo
identity” (89). However, there is also a direct relationship between the baggy jeans look and
prison culture which has affected the lives of many young black men and other minorities.
Gang leaders and hip hop stars borrowed from these cultures and other increasingly
mainstream corollaries, such as Italian gangster culture, to maintain credibility and authenticity.
Thus, the gangsta culture borrowed from an earlier immigrant reaction to inequality and racism.
They modeled themselves after real-life Mafioso and crime bosses that they saw in gangster
cinema, such as Brian De Palma’s Scarface (1983) and Francis Ford Coppola's 1972 gangster
vehicle, The Godfather. As Jonathan Munby articulates, the “gangster has been revived as a
seditious site in the struggle for self-representation against iniquitous and prejudicial forces”
(Public Enemies 225). By dressing like the earlier gangster culture, these gang members continue
a tradition of challenging the status quo. However, they still borrowed from an immigrant
populace that assimilated easier, calling attention to the fact that hegemonic society still
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controlled their struggle, and they could not become full members of society like earlier Italian
gangsters. Munby points out that
To be black and unemployed in a deindustrializing post-Civil Rights society is not the
same as being ethnic and working class in Prohibition and Depression USA . . . yet the
black recourse to the gangster image is part of a long history of struggle, both black and
white, to use the weapons of confinement against the grain and communicate (visibly and
audibly) across race and class lines – to dramatize an enduring collective sense of
grievance. (225-226)
Although the media quickly noticed the “badman” archetypes and dress, they castigated
and celebrated the new musical style more for its lyrical content. The critics of gangsta rap
commonly attacked it for its violent, dark nature and perceived promotion of crime, murder,
substance abuse, sexism, and racism. However, gangsta rappers presented a different perspective
on inner-city crime as they pointed out social injustices that major media ignored, gave silent
communities a voice, and often allowed listeners a chance to evaluate the effects of crime and
violence. Courting controversy, artists like Ice-T and Ice Cube directly attacked authority in new
ways. Ice-T and Body Count's controversial “Cop Killer,” was inspired by the Rodney King
beating and its aftermath.6 Chuck Phillips staunchly defends hip hop’s political convictions,
arguing that it “sparked a sociopolitical firestorm that has been largely absent from pop music
since the heydays of Dylan, the Beatles, Hendrix and the other '60s icons who stormed the gates
of the Establishment. The works of Public Enemy, Ice Cube and Ice-T are as contemptuous of
today's reigning order” (Phillips). Moreover, critics like Robin D. G. Kelley, argue that the
violence in the lyrics is not always intended to be literal. She writes, “They are boasting raps in
6

While not an overt plea for crossover success, the track's thrash metal styling and Ice-T's vindictive rapping were
arguably directed toward record sales, reaching a wider audience and selling well.

182
which the imagery . . . is used metaphorically to challenge competitors on the mic” (201). While
this argument is foremost related to battle rapping, where the rapper boasts spontaneously about
their exploits, it has direct precedent in “bad man” narratives and ballads where “exaggerated
and invented boasts of criminal acts should be regarded as part of a larger set of signifying
practices” (201).
The stage had already been set in popular media for larger-than-life criminal figures who
recorded their adventures musically for appreciative audiences, while borrowing from “bad man”
archetypes and boasting of their achievements through the interplay of words. For example,
1970s artists, such as The Last Poets and Gil Scott-Heron, crafted rhyming vocals about street
and drug culture that resembled urban vernacular and set the stage for the rhyming scheme in hip
hop. These schemes stem from the African-American tradition of verbally insulting others known
as signifying, an offshoot of the Dozens rhyming game.7 Rudy Ray Moore and his standup
comedy, especially a routine called “The Signifying Monkey,” are also seen as primary
influences. The signifying monkey is a folklore character that has derived from Eshu, in Yoruban
mythology, originally coming from Yorubaland, an area near present-day Nigeria. The story goes
that the monkey insults the lion claiming that he is relating what the elephant has said. The lion
then confronts the elephant who beats him before realizing that the monkey has been signifying
and returning to confront him.8
Hip hop’s controversial message reached a larger multicultural audience as gangsta rap

7

The dozens is a childhood game where two participants insult each other until one gives up. The book jacket of
Elijah Wald's The Dozens: A History of Rap's Mama sums up the game irreverently but effectively: “At its simplest,
it is a comic concatenation of “yo' mama” jokes. At its most complex, it is a form of social interaction that reaches
back to African ceremonial ritual.”
8

See Gates, Henry. L. "The Blackness of Blackness: A Critique on the Sign and the Signifying Monkey." Critical
Inquiry 9.4 (1983: 685-723.
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became a major source of income for the music industry. Its sales provided “9% of the music
industry's $7.8-billion domestic sales total--a $100-million increase over the previous year” in
1991 (Phillips). Rappers sold units, while reaching a new audience for their art and social
argument as “74% of all rap music sold in 1992 was purchased by white consumers.” Phillips
claims, word-of-mouth buzz often reached this larger cross-cultural audience, as well as “rap's
blatant anti-Establishment message and the fact that the young black performers who deliver that
message irritate their parents so.” As gang activity and drug distribution increased, the demand
for streetwise hip hop also grew. Rappers were chronicling the “true” activities of gangsters and
hustlers. These stories appealed to people who grew up on the streets, those who wanted to
emulate the gangster lifestyle, and suburban kids who marveled at the tales of “thug life” as
“other.” Their lyrics and personas reinvented the “bad man” persona for a new age. Ostensibly,
many people listened for the same reason they watched Blaxploitation films. They were
enamored with this depiction of the urban black experience and its flashy purveyors and began
paying attention.
Hip hop began moving from the New York City streets to mainstream culture by the mid1980s, a progression that was facilitated by its fusion with rock music, a “sound largely
attributed to the innovation of rap artists from Hollis, Queens” (Keyes 79). Keyes states, “LL
Cool J and Run-D.M.C. were instrumental in inaugurating a distinct Queens sound” that rocked
harder than other NYC styles (79). This new style led to greater commercial success, but also
paved the way for different types of hip hop that incorporated a variety of new sounds. Although,
as Russell A. Potter argues, “from the start, hip-hop has been a heteroglot science – from the
early '80s, when hip-hop crews shared the stage with punks like the Clash” (105-106). Indeed,
hip hop has arguably borrowed often from other genres and its ease in incorporating stylistic

184
touches from disparate popular sources has helped it reach commercial success, while
maintaining a unique identity. Profile Records released Run D.M.C.'s third album Raising Hell in
1986 and included “Walk This Way,” their remake of Aerosmith's rock hit, which revolutionized
the genre and brought in new fans who would not have listened to hip hop. The album's
instrumentation and lyrical content paved the way for gangsta rap as well as its predecessors.
Critics created the term “hardcore” to define the tone of the record. The style started to go hand
in hand with an increase in record sales and a focus on more “authentic” lyrical content.
This meant, unlike other popular music genres, there was a different connotation for the
concept of “selling out” that went along with notions of commercial success. Potter observes that
“'Selling out' is about attitude, about 'hardness,' about a refusal of stasis, predictability, or music
that is too easy to listen to” (111). Hardcore rap is not just a sound, but can be applied to “even
rappers who have a fairly R&B-flavored, radio-friendly sound, like Heavy D, still have that
attitude; conversely, when rappers who lack attitude try to put on a 'hard exterior' – such as MC
Hammer – they lose the reciprocal respect of the core audience” (111). It is less about a purity of
style or a distillation of basic genre characteristics, like hardcore punk, and more about an
attitude of authenticity that transcends commercial expectations. Yet the dichotomy between
authenticity and commercialism helped rap become successful. Artists that could maintain their
street cred through appearance and violent lyrical content could still sell many records without
being viewed as sellouts. They used white record companies to gain success, but seemed to reject
the notion that this was selling out as long as they made money. Jonathan Munby contends,
“Mass entertainment success for African Americans has depended on pandering to white racist
visions of black identity . . . [bringing up] awkward questions about the need of the
disenfranchised to be complicit with their oppressors as a prerequisite to success” (Bad Sign 2).
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Different stylistic musical touchstones also defined the sound and lyrical content of West
Coast rap and ultimately influenced the genre, New Jack Swing, the subgenre that found its
genesis in the writings of Barry Michael Cooper and the music of Teddy Riley. The music
became slower and funkier by incorporating elements from genres other than hip hop. It
introduced a “more bassy sound with a laid-back feel heavily rooted in 1970s funk music. The
funk sound that became the basic soundtrack for the music of the West Coast, aptly called GFunk, initially had been affiliated with a unique dance culture that grew out of the club parties or
jams in the early 1970s” (Keyes 88). It also contained components of Jamaican dancehall music
stylistically and lyrically, which had an influence on its more political and violent lyrical content.
The sound system culture, the collection of disc jockeys, engineers, and MCs that played ska and
reggae, formed as a response to Michael Manley's rise to power in Jamaica, and introduced what
Carolyn Cooper calls an “attitude called 'slackness,' a “metaphorical revolt against law and order;
an undermining of consensual standards of decency” (qtd. in Keyes 90). Along with this came an
emphasis on sexually suggestive lyrics and hypermasculinity that often included sexually
explicit, misogynistic, and “violent or . . . 'gun lyrics'” (Keyes 90). Hip hop culture took readily
to the lyrical content in dancehall from the earliest days. As Keyes points out, gangsta rap stage
names often reflected those of dancehall artists, which commonly “make very powerful
statements about law and order or the new ruling order by subverting mainstream ideology of
civility” (91). West Coast rap took elements of both funk and dancehall, and the different
attitudes and situations of its progenitors, to instill hip hop with a menace and popularity it never
had before.
Dancehall’s influence bolstered the already hypermasculine hip hop with ever more
problematic misogynistic and violent lyrics. Real events coupled with expectations of violence
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and misogyny increased record sales, especially as the “more vehemently a record is denounced,
the more a certain kind of authenticity attaches to it, and the more fervently it is desired” (Potter
112). Terri M. Adams and Douglas B. Fuller argue that the “subjugation of African American
women allows these artists to exalt themselves in a world that constantly oppresses them . . . the
degradation of African American women lyrically provides these artists a means for asserting
their masculinity” (948). As Adams and Fuller contend, this misogyny is entangled with
“racialized themes,” and the “imagery projected in misogynistic rap has its roots in the
development of the capitalist patriarchal system based on the principles of white supremacy,
elitism, racism, and sexism” (942). Since misogyny is part of American social structures, it has
similarly “had a profound effect on the inner psyche of African Americans as the ideology feeds
off of not only hatred of women but also hatred toward Blackness, which serves as a two-edged
sword” (942-43). Thus, black women were treated as the “ultimate ‘other,’ which allowed White
patriarchy to use this difference as justification for their oppressive behaviors” (943).9 These
attitudes are still evident in hip hop lyrics because they allow male rappers a way to empower
themselves in the eyes of their own community and larger society by degrading those who have
less power.
However, the seeds had been planted for hip hop’s artistic influences much earlier as
people had been chronicling the black gangster lifestyle in music, film, and literature since the
1960s. Writers like former pimp Iceberg Slim (Robert Beck) who became an author and
chronicled his experiences for a mainly African American audience captured the public
imagination with his portrayals of the urban experience. His novels, including Trick Baby (1967),
This led to the creation of “racialized myths about who Black women are [that] were created and accepted by the
American masses” (943). These stereotypes have been updated in hip hop lyrics and include “images such as the
Mammy, the Sapphire, the tragic Mulatto, the Matriarch, and the Jezebel” that contrasted sharply with the powerful
and more recently positive image of the “bad man” (Adams and Fuller 943).
9
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Pimp: The Story of My Life (1969), and Long White Con: The Biggest Score of his Life (1977),
define the “quintessential black pimp as a man who exerts a hypnotic control over his prostitutes,
using violence, drugs and intermittent affection to secure their loyalties” (Demers 43). Slim's
work often covered touchstones of later hip hop storytelling: pimps, prostitutes, gang members,
and drug pushers. Joanna Demers claims, “Slim's keen talent for humour and wordplay renders
(his characters as) both repugnant and fascinating” (43). Slim's sense of humor and his subtlety
with words influenced the wordplay and attitudes of rap. His stylized vision of the pimp's life
resonated with rappers like “Ice Cube [O'Shea Jackson Sr] and Ice-T [Tracy Lauren Marrow],
both of whom chose their stage names in honour of Slim” (43). Despite the unglamorous ends
that his characters met, they held a lasting fascination for hip hop and crime communities.
Blaxploitation films also covered urban crime and drug dealing and set a precedent for
hip hop because of the portrayal of characters who bucked the system, yet developed other ways
of gaining success and power. Rappers liked what they saw in the genre's image of black
masculinity as “defined by wealth and sexual prowess (in which) machismo negates any
meaningful relationships with women” (42). Audiences liked the fierce independence of the lead
characters that protected their communities, while keeping authority at bay and found success
against all odds. Sometimes, like in Black Caesar, lead characters were only in it for themselves,
but they looked cool while doing it. They became a symbol for black independence and escape
from the ghetto. They represented a chance at the American Dream that was only offered to the
white community in other films. Moreover, white characters in these films appear as figures of
untrustworthy authority: the police, detectives, politicians, and the like.
Drugs play an important role in Blaxploitation, as they do in gangsta rap, because they
offer a quick and temporary respite from hardship and poverty, and these films show how drugs
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negatively affect communities and create problematic criminal cultures, even as they present
protagonists that defend the community. As Joanna Demers contends, “Blaxploitation plots offer
a peculiar mix of fantasy and pragmatism, whereby criminal behaviour is at once commended
and deplored (42). Some Blaxploitation crime films, such as Superfly (1972), portray characters
who commit criminal acts, such as drug dealing, to help their communities. Others like Black
Caesar offer a more tragic depiction of crime in which the main character selfishly attempts to
establish a criminal empire and fails. In fact, Blaxploitation often prioritizes the “crime does not
pay” model, reinforcing that characters will generally fail in helping their community or escaping
the ghetto if they engage in criminal activities. While Blaxploitation makes crime look inviting,
it never undermines its negative effects but presents viewers a choice on whether they will buy
into the fantasy or see it for what it often is: wishful thinking.
Blaxploitation has been condemned for promoting negative racial stereotypes,
oversimplifying life in urban communities, and creating a false binary between the black and
white communities. These films reinforce the idea that crime will adversely affect communities
and will not lead to fame and fortune. Yet, as Demers argues, they are not entirely responsible for
how the inner-city or racial issues were viewed in the 1970s, as the genre was “only mirroring
parallel developments in popular literature and music of the time, in which a fascination with the
ghetto was already prominent (43). Films of the 80s and 90s, influenced by new forms of
journalism and hip hop culture, took many of these stereotypes and turned them on their heads,
evoking a much different image of how urban communities looked, and showing how crime
affected everyone despite race or class.
Tellingly, Mario Van Peebles, the son of Marvin Van Peebles, who directed the first
Blaxploitation film, 1971’s Sweet Sweetback’s Baadasssss Song, directed New Jack City (1991),
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which paints an imaginative, yet realistic picture of gang life during the crack epidemic,
borrowing from the criminal actions of gangs in the late 1980's like the Chambers Brothers and
Young Boys Inc. as well as the fashions and sounds of hip hop.10 The film presents an
amalgamation of the music and gang culture, while moving the action from Detroit, the setting of
the crimes that influenced the film, to New York City. It borrows from the real-life career
trajectories of the Chamber Brothers, current advancements in urban music, and Barry Cooper’s
time spent as a journalist writing about Detroit crime. Both gangs operated out of Detroit and
were involved in the distribution of crack. William M. Adler argues that Detroit was the center
for crack in the Midwest, and statistics confirm its devastating effects: “In 1983 B.C. – before
crack – about 100 patients were admitted to treatment clinics in Detroit for cocaine use; in 1987,
the year Billy Joe Chambers' business crested, the figure was roughly 4,500” (5). In the same
years, cocaine-related deaths rose from “10 to 145” and “Detroit's murder rate, consistently
among the highest in the nation, peaked” (5). The seven Chamber brothers, who were the
primary focus for the film led a real-life American Dream, growing up in poverty in Arkansas
and ultimately running an extensive criminal organization in the city.
A market glut in 1983 helped pave the way for crack to be the new cheap drug of choice
in America. By the early 80s, cocaine traffickers were shipping more product to the States, and as
it became cheaper, more people used it. However, the resulting market saturation forced
Colombians to “drop their wholesale price some 50 percent lower than it had been three years
earlier” (74). Dealer profits fell accordingly forcing them to introduce a new and much cheaper
product that would appeal to an even larger market, retailing for “five to fifteen dollars per unit,
as opposed to a hundred dollars a gram for powder” (75). The new product was portable and
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addictive and made dealers a lot of money with little effort.
Initially, Billy Joe, the youngest brother, and primary ringleader, found crack
unremarkable and did not want to sell it, but its popularity led to his success. He claims, “It
wasn't interesting to me, those little rocks. I just thought, I don't know who gonna pay ten dollars
for that” (qtd. in Adler 77). His contacts steered him clear of the drug, but he finally gave in and
quickly turned immense profits as it attracted new customers. Soon he was operating six houses
around the clock. To do so, he had to set up a communications system with pagers, cell phones
and daily staff meetings taking place at any available hour. Thus, he could keep up with any
possible problems and keep track of inventory. The meetings also helped insure that his
employees were doing well and give them time to brag about their success – the “inspirational
leader imparting can-doism, exhorting his sales force to work harder, think smarter, serve the
customer better” (121).
After being released from prison, Larry Chambers, who disliked Billy's methods, started a
parallel operation that refined Billy's methods by creating an efficient hub for business, the
rundown Broadmoor apartments. As Adler contends, “Of its fifty-two apartments, all but a half
dozen or so were vacant,” and although the elevator did not work, its horseshoe shape, size, and
vacancy rate suited him well (136). Larry took over the building, rechristening it “The
Boulevard,” and used many of Billy's methods to get customers, including incentive programs
and coupons. He also bartered with customers and prided himself on customer service, adding
amenities like a “smokehouse,” where customers could sample the product and a “pussy house”
where customers could have sex.
Larry trained his employees well and expected them to perform to high standards as they
guided the customers through an intricate process to procure their drugs and protect the
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operation. They worked twelve-hour shifts without breaks, and he frequently came in the
middle of the night to make sure they were doing their jobs. They led customers to rooms to buy
product. If the police raided, Larry instructed them to “hide all crack and firearms in the hallways
or the elevator shaft” and bring everyone to the fourth floor where they did no business (143). He
did this so that they could not be charged with possession. Larry was more cautious than most
dealers, hiring a person to read the newspapers looking for drug-related incidents and arrests, and
others to spy on rival dealers and watch courtroom cases.
Despite Larry's precautions, the brothers’ days as the number one drug kingpins in Detroit
were numbered because of internal dissension and increasing media attention, which led to a
nationwide crackdown on the drug. On Monday May 19, 1986, top federal narcotic officers
gathered in Alexandria, Virginia for their semiannual meeting, and focused their attention on
punishing those responsible for crack instead of educating the populace about it. Detroit's
representative Special Agent in Charge Robert J. DeFauw, a former marine, was promoted in
1981 to “head the two-hundred-employee regional DEA office” (220). In his presentation,
DeFauw took a pro-punishment tack as he touched on the possible regrouping of Young Boys
Incorporated before switching to the impact of crack on the city. The rest of the meeting focused
on deglamorizing the drug so that people did not want it nor want to know how to manufacture
it. Since they could not stop it at its source, the task force tried to figure out ways to confront the
problem at the street level.
DeFauw determined that he needed to launch a public relations campaign to reach the
most people and convince them to become informants. They could not lock up every dealer nor
11

He paid them well on an organized pay scale and penalized them for transgressions. He also hired additional staff
to cook the product and girls to cut the product into rocks. Lookouts with walkie-talkies would be posted on the
landings of two staircases and on nearby street corners to watch out for police and “stick-up guys” (143). Larry put
his crew through mock practices to prepare for raids.
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could they burden the courts. Moreover, many of the dealers were underage and could not be
prosecuted as effectively as he would have liked. Indeed, the agents claimed the drug was a
personal responsibility issue. While they approached the drug at the community level, their
tactics still relied on citizens turning each other in. The campaign echoed the popular “just say
no” mantra of Nancy Reagan, and agents and celebrities and officers visited schools to inform
kids and engage the help of citizens. The group launched a telephone hotline: 1-888-NOCRACK and invited citizens to report suspicious activity, also encouraging drug dealers to turn
in rivals. Verifiable tips were soon pouring in but no plan was in place at the time to quash the
drug effectively.
The response to the hotline led to the creation of a task force known as the No-Crack
Crew, comprised of seven DEA agents, five police officers, and a sergeant, almost all of them
white. The crew was mixed in experience but lacked diversity: young federal agents with little
street experience collaborated with veterans, but “with the exception of a black female, the crew
members were all white men” (224). According to Adler, the No-Crack crew was also prone to
racism because they “believed the narcotics section had been eroding as the department itself had
evolved over the past thirteen years for a predominantly white force to an integrated one” (224).
Some of the task force believed the department's efficiency suffered under black management,
while less extreme members believed that Narcotics needed to reprioritize because the leaders
were too busy frivolously spending money. Regardless, their tactics continued the negative trend
of white police responses to crime in black communities.
The crew quickly developed a profile of the brothers' separate operations, which was only
exacerbated by Larry’s actions. Media interest in the group exploded as the No-Crack Task Force
executed “some forty raids on alleged Chambers-owned or -operated crack houses” (265). Larry

193
produced a video tour to flaunt expensive items he bought for his house, so they raided his
house, finding no drugs or guns, but seizing many of Larry's new purchases on suspicion he
purchased them with drug money. Eight videotapes were confiscated, which contained
incriminating evidence, including footage of a laundry basket full of cash, and Larry claiming
that it can go to the poor because “We still got about a million upstairs” (qtd. in Adler 239). The
crew called the tape the “Money, Money, Money” video and used it to make a stronger claim for
the authorization of search warrants.
The increased coverage led to mounting public sentiment against the brothers, and the
media used sensationalistic techniques to show that “crime should not pay.” WXYZ-TV’s Chris
Hansen accompanied many of the raids as he was already covering the drug scene. Joel Gilliam,
the Detroit Police narcotics commander, asked him to “profile the novel state-federal task force”
(265). He followed them for a year to produce a five-part series on the brothers. The story took
the flashy Cops model and included shots of the police busting into crack houses but also
featured clips from Larry’s tapes. The media blitzkrieg corroborated the true-crime narrative that
“crime does not pay,” stressing that the brothers would receive the ultimate punishment for their
criminal attempts at social mobility. The program created a storyline in which hero cops busted
uppity criminals for showing off their ill-gotten gains. Thus, it reinforced the current true-crime
narrative that criminals cannot be successful, and when they are caught, they will be prosecuted
to the full extent of the law, if not beyond.
The final segment of the episode reran Larry's footage, due to popular demand, and then
repeated the most venerable of “crime does not pay” tropes -- a clear moral lesson. Bill Bonds,
the anchor for “Channel 7 Action News at Eleven” asked the audience “‘why show you this?'”
(qtd. in Adler 273). The answer is all the children who have been caught in the crossfire:
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“'everybody we know who should know tells us that at the bottom of all this terrible violence in
Detroit, where so many kids under seventeen have been shot and killed, is drugs” (273). Showing
the tape again reinforced concerns that the brothers were the city’s worst drug lords, but also
reified the belief that the brothers needed to be taken down for their continual flouting of law and
order. To easily sum up this narrative, Bonds summed up the series: “‘tonight we showed you
some of the people responsible'” (273). The segment, and Bonds' conclusion, recalls the final
summative epilogue of early crime films.
Billy and Larry were finally indicted on February 26, 1988 along with their brothers,
Willie, Otis, and eighteen others. National newspapers carried stories about the brothers, but
there was a surge in publicity in their home state. As Adler contends, most commentators did not
examine why the brothers did what they did except for Deborah Mathis in the Arkansas Gazette
who compared their move to Detroit to the “Harriet Tubman's Underground Railroad for
escaping slaves” (306) with an emphasis on recklessness instead of courage. The brothers did not
fit in when they arrived, but used their status as outsiders to build their organization and
eventually their exploits become an influence for the New Jack Swing movement.
Van Peebles' film and the music genre were both heavily influenced by Detroit’s truecrime narratives, particularly Michael Barry Cooper’s article on the city’s drug problem. Cooper,
an investigative reporter for the Village Voice spent a few weeks observing the Chamber Brothers
and wrote an essay, “New Jack City Eats Its Young,” that exposes the drug trade in the city and
covers its prime movers and shakers. The essay shows how people live amidst the epidemic,
exposing the criminals at the top, showing how the drug affects young people, and clearly
outlining the social milieu of music and nonstop media attention that surrounds the city.
Cooper understands the power of journalism to reach people and looks back on formative
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1920s journalistic coverage of crime that shapes sentiment, but he presents a realistic portrayal of
the city's crime that included the voices of those it affected and finds a model in techniques best
exemplified in New Journalism. He uses the New Journalistic tenets of writers that were
informed by Theodore Dreiser's intermingling of fact and fiction and penchant for setting
remarkable literary scenes.12 Just as Dreiser did, Cooper wanted to use a form that would not
mislead people and its emphasis on topic and setting intrigued him. Many critics make
arguments against New Journalism because of its subjective qualities, which favor the voice of
the writer over objectivity, but Cooper uses it provide realism and immerse the reader in the
subject, presenting an in-depth and realistic depiction of his subject matter.13 Tom Wolfe
advocated for the style's revolutionary qualities when he edited the first anthology of New
Journalism pieces with E.W. Johnson, The New Journalism, which described how the form
differs from earlier journalism and emphasizes the immediacy that attracted Cooper. Wolfe
writes, the “extraordinary power [of the style] was derived mainly from just four devices,”
including “scene-by-scene construction, telling the story by moving from scene to scene and
resorting as little as possible to sheer historical narrative,” recording dialogue in full through
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Truman Capote's In Cold Blood is perhaps the best-known example, but other writers of note often characterized
as part of the New Journalism camp include Gay Talese, who Wolfe claimed wrote some of the first examples in
Esquire, Joe Eszterhas, Terry Southern, Norman Mailer, Joan Didion, and Hunter S. Thompson. The subjective form
of journalism found its footing in the 1960s and 70s and was commonly published in magazines instead of
newspapers.
13

The merits and genesis of New Journalism are both highly contested. Critics, such as Michael Arlen, explain that
the form has been around a long time, and although, a “number of writers in the last dozen years have been exerting
a steady (and often a self-dramatizing) push at the already-pushed boundaries of conventional journalism,” they are
using techniques that have been around since the beginning of journalism. In the definitive New Journalism
anthology, Wolfe advocated for the revolutionary qualities of the form that could possibly transcend the novel by
returning to a realism that he thought novels were missing, and, thus, created a binary and competition between the
two. He writes, “It stood to reason that journalism could aspire to more than mere emulation of those aging giants,
the novelists” (Wolfe 22). Others believed in the growing “reputation (that New Journalism received) for juggling
the facts in the search for truth, fictionalizing some details to get at the larger 'reality’” (Murphy 13). In fact, Dwight
MacDonald refers to New Journalism as a “bastard form, having it both ways, exploiting the factual authority of
journalism and the atmospheric license of fiction” (qtd. In Murphy 12).
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recording scenes directly from life, third-person point that shows each scene through the eyes of
one character to give the “reader the feeling of being inside the character's mind and
experiencing the emotional reality of the scene as he experiences it,” and recording everyday
details, such as clothing and habits, that represent a person's status (31-32).
Cooper developed his style because he wanted to capture the world he knew and bring
attention to underrepresented communities through techniques that captured their immediacy. He
claims that “I really wanted to take the music, the culture, and the world that I lived in - in
Harlem - and bring it to the pages of a really powerful alternative newspaper that got a lot of
attention.” He asserts that writers at the Village Voice, an alternative weekly that began in 1955
and developed its investigative style during New Journalism’s heyday, were expected to develop
a shtick, and he created one that was based on his surroundings and interests. Gay Talese's 1971
Honor Thy Father, a nonfiction novel about the Bonnano family, one of the New York’s Five
Families of Crime, inspired him to “take this street world, this underworld, and bring that to
light.”
Additionally, Cooper coined the term, “New Jack,” in a Village Voice profile of Teddy
Riley explaining how Riley and Bernard Belle created the genre, “Teddy Riley's New Jack
Swing: Harlem Gangsters Raise a Genius.” Cooper explained the genesis of the term to Andrew
Knyte for New Jack Swing 4Ever:
Now "New Jack" was a term that I heard the MC in the Cold Crush Brothers,
Grandmaster Caz used on a song. And it really was a derogatory term. It was like, this
guy’s a new jack. He’s a wannabe. This guy is not real thing, he’s not the genuine article,
he’s a wannabe. And he called some guy on one song a new jack clown. (Knyte)
New Jack Swing was not as long lived as gangsta rap but left an indelible mark on popular music
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in the late 80s and early 90s and provided a more relaxed soundtrack for telling the stories
associated with the crack epidemic. The genre was fusion heavy like many hip hop subgenres
and combined elements of rap, dance pop, and the smooth urban contemporary R&B styles of
the period.
Cooper uses new journalistic devices, such as dialogue, detailed settings, and his
immersive knowledge of New Jack Swing to show the interconnectedness between Riley and his
community, and reify how the community understands and experiences crime in relation to the
outside world. Cooper covers the minutiae of daily life using scene and dialogue and thirdperson snippets that include major and minor characters. Even so, criminals tend to take on
larger-than-life personas, despite the commonplace attitudes towards their actions. Cooper shows
how growing up near a criminal culture instilled Riley's work with a sense of danger even as his
music production improved. He writes, “Gangsters taught Riley how to play basketball on the
Seventh Avenue side of the St. Nick, or up on 'the Terrace,' – Hamilton Terrace, setting for the
action in Kool Moe Dee's 'Wild West' and Spoonie Gee's 'Hitman.' (Riley had a major hand in
both songs)” (“New Jack City,” location 1196). Although Riley never actually experienced any
violence, he felt part of the gang community because they protected him and he could focus on
his music. For example, his manager, Gene Griffin is a larger-than-life, well-dressed character
has protected him from the lifestyle because he is no stranger to it himself: “whispers follow him
like a shadow; murderer, drug czar, crime-boss-cum record magnate who don't take no shorts.
(location 1276).
Cooper's article about drug distribution and the development of the New Jack Gangsta,
“Kids Killing Kids: New Jack City Eats its Young,” considers true accounts of crime, his own
personal experiences with criminals, and his journalistic influences. He discusses music and gang
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life through a series of vignettes, using New Journalistic devices, such as intense dialogue,
attention to detail, and third-person point of view. The article shows average youngsters caught
in the drug lifestyle, following the trends of earlier crime writing and portraying those who have
no chance at success unless they commit crimes. However, the new journalism techniques allow
for a much closer look at inner city crime. Not unlike Thompson's internal look at the mind of a
serial killer, discussed in the previous chapter, itself influenced by “true crime” writing, the
article provides insight into what makes these criminals tick.
His descriptions are realistic and give the readers what they expect – a personal depiction
of how crime affects the community and realistic characters that might have stepped out of a rap
song or a movie. For example, the article opens with an immersive robbery scene told through
dialogue and third-person story-telling in which a man robs Lenny Higgins and his foster brother
James: “clad in a black jacket and a black hooded sweatshirt, Mark Hunter, 24, pulled a .357
Magnum from his pants waist and stuck it in James's temple. ‘Yo-yo, where the money at?' Three
seconds later another figure joined Hunter and put another .357 to Lenny’s head.” (“Kids,”
location 1440). Cooper conveys this realism through accurate illustrations of how street kids look
and act, writing that Green was “wearing a black, Run-D.M.C.-style “popcorn” leather jacket,
hooded black sweatshirt, black jeans, and white laceless Adidas.” (location 1452). Yet even
though they know the thieves, and give them money, the robbers still shoot them. The story
examines the killer’s intentions afterwards, following the conventions of crime writing and new
journalism, writing “Dashaw hesitated for a split second. Maybe he thought, I’m with my boy,
and if I don’t shoot, he might think I’m frontin’. He might even shoot me. I can’t let this nigga go
scot free. I gotta shoot him, too” (location 1435).
The article also discusses the crime rate in Detroit in detail, explaining how these
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statistics affect the community on a holistic level, showing how drugs have insidiously attacked
communities through short snippets again reflecting New Journalism. These statistics verify
crime as pervasive in all corners of the city, and present as an inescapable social sickness that
persists despite fluctuating crime rates. It shows how the media and public approach crime and
conservative policies encourage higher crime rates. Thus, it is a counternarrative that contrasts
the white narratives of the mainstream media that privilege these policies. The article includes
official estimates that “Nearly 65 teenagers 17 or under have been killed this year. Almost 300
have been wounded. The number exceeds last year’s body count of 48, and the wounded are
steadily lurching toward the 365 of 1986” (location 1460). Unlike Los Angeles where certain
sections of town see the most bloodshed, it argues that “Detroit’s violence knows no boundaries”
(location 1462). The article’s infectious hyperbole follows the “crime does not pay” model that
has showed up in all periods of crime writing, from the early true-crime pamphlets through
Dreiser and gangster narratives to the present day. For example, statistics can appear safe from a
distance when they are written on a page, “but once you zoom in and focus, you see fascinating,
intense, and sometimes ugly details . . . the kids in Detroit are more than data on police bar
graphs and newspaper charts, distributed as lunchtime chitchat or after-dinner arguments during
the Eyewitness News” (location 1471).
The article further illustrates that the implementation of tough “crime does not pay” laws
does little to deter many of the city's criminals and often harshly penalizes minor offenders. In
this system, judges are expected to turn out harsh sentences: “Heavy hitters such as Y. Gladys
Barsamian, 55, presiding judge of the juvenile division in Wayne County are beleaguered,
belabored, and chastised by Michigan’s legislators, who crave a scapegoat” (location 1515). The
judges cannot help the community and those like Barsamian believe that most of the
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gangbangers “have no concern about people’s lives. Life is very cheap to them . . . you’ve got to
be able to hold people responsible for their actions, and we’re not able to do that” (location
1518). Thus, she thinks the law is hindered because young people do not learn the values that
they need to be productive citizens. Others see the system as not working because offenders
never serve very much time. Ron Shigur, deputy chief prosecutor of the juvenile division, told
Cooper that “The juvenile laws in Michigan are a joke to these kids . . . They know if they are
locked up, that the law says we can only keep them until their 19th birthday. The truth is,
whether he spits on the ground or murders his mom, he’s going to do an average of a year”
(location 1524).
According to the article, another reason for crack’s success is that the Detroit never fully
recovered from the 1967 riot, and crime rates rose as opportunities became fewer and poverty
and unemployment rates climbed.14 Cooper writes that “in the 20 years since the riot the city has
lost a third of its people and a larger portion of its jobs . . . with the loss of so many people and
jobs and so much finance – and the upswing of crime – the city's tax base rapidly dwindled”
(location 1614). The middle-class whites and blacks who stayed in the city were subject to
burglaries and armed robberies, thus handgun sales and homicide rates increased. Those the mass
exodus left behind were isolated and plants and stores, churches, and schools closed. In fact, by
the 1980s, “even entry-level dead-end jobs were nearly impossible to come by; the inner-city
economy was driven largely underground and entrepreneurial, and among the leading
entrepreneurs, the community's new role models, were the Chamber Brothers” (Adler 9). The
14

The riot started on July 23, 1967 and lasted for five days, becoming one of the deadliest and most destructive in
U.S. history. It led to an economic depression in the city as race relations became more strained. Both black and
whites advocated for separation between the races, but whites were more adamant about the separation. There were
also fears that the next riot would spread out of inner city black neighborhoods into white suburban ones. This
tension led to continual disorder in the city, even though the black community received more attention from the
government after 1967, but the exodus of many white citizens did irreparable damage.
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article contends that the riot did not necessarily increase poverty but made it more visible. Blacks
who believed they could achieve the American Dream were what made the city so prosperous
after Reconstruction, but the riot, the eventual decline of the auto industry, and introduction of
harder drugs, destroyed their upward mobility as job loss and crime took its toll.
The article explains, yet again using Wolfe's detailed New Journalism devices, how drug
dealing gangs, such as Young Boys Incorporated (YBI), infiltrated the city after the riot and
influenced the style and methods of those that would take over in the 1970s and 1980s,
particularly the Chamber Brothers. Cooper argues that YBI took the place of Motown; “they
were young superstars to street teens, more revered than Michael Jackson and Prince” (“Kids,”
location 1667). The organization recruited teens too young to prosecute and introduced brand
names for their heroin, modeling their business after a military operation, “organized into
soldiers (street dealers), lieutenants, and the A-Team (Enforcement)” (location 1688). They
treated dealers like business people and gave them expensive incentives to not use. YBI even
undercut rivals by selling low-grade products under their competitor's names. Newer groups,
such as The Chamber Brothers and Black Mafia Family used YBI's techniques and
organizational structure to sell crack cocaine and continue the drug trade's stranglehold on the
city.
Cooper’s article attempts to understand how people young people found success and
authenticity as drug dealers during the Chamber Brothers' reign through an analysis of their gang
personas and connections to hip hop. It explains that being an outlaw equates being successful in
many youthful minds, whether they are truly from the inner city or go home to comfortable
homes in the suburbs. Moreover, this mindset has transformed middle and lower class teens into
the “get-over class” (“New Jack,” location 1780). Hip hop shaped this “get-over class” as much
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as the streets because of the style and image that gang members adopted. Listeners take the lyrics
and image of rappers seriously, so once a person adopts the lifestyle they always remain part of
it. Furthermore, they have internalized the “bad man” image to achieve power and authenticity.
Rappers and New Jack members maintain authenticity through dress and stance. Rappers
maintain their stance through violent lyrics that champion the lifestyle and their street fashion,
while gang members must rely on fashion and violent deeds. As the article contends, the gangster
style becomes “both form and function” as the primary goals are to make money and prove
worthy (location 1791). This bravado comes at a very expensive price because most members are
not going to succeed and many will end up dead.
Cooper's narrative continually reinforces that “crime does not pay,” there are few
alternatives, and people in Detroit have limited options for mobility as many characters
commonly have nihilistic perceptions. Either the city's criminals have decided death is a
foregone conclusion or believe they have no other choice but to commit crimes under a system
they cannot escape. This view of gang narratives is much different than how the public sees
serial killer narratives, but is not dissimilar from how earlier immigrant crime narratives were
viewed, since they are presented as victims of society – yet now with an added emphasis on
nihilism. It, thereby, concludes with a representative and detailed third-person vignette that
shows how life continued after Lenny was shot. Dr. Carl Taylor and a few associates set up a
party called the Motor City Mixer to show community support for the kids because public
sentiment believed the media treated them unfairly. The New Jack crew showed up without
weapons, and the organizers assembled a strong security force, yet when the DJ played a mixture
of house and rap music, the place turned violent and the party was shut down. The last image is
of a kid that Taylor dragged to safety who seems determined to kill himself; he is wearing a
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“black cap with a white stencil that said, 'Shoot me. I'm Already Dead'” (“Kids,” location 1875).
Some of this nihilistic viewpoint made it into Mario Van Peeble's highly-stylized New
Jack City (1991), which was based upon Thomas Lee Wright’s original story and a screenplay
co-written with Cooper, and presents different solutions for dealing with crime that include a
multicultural effort to stop drug distribution and the rise of a hypermasculine gang leader. The
film follows Nino Brown (Wesley Snipes) as he builds a crime empire in New York City with the
help of his crew: Nino's best friend Gerald “Gee Money” Wells (Allen Payne), his bodyguard
Duh Duh Duh Man (Bill Nunn), tech support Kareem Akbar (Christopher Williams), Keisha
(Vanessa Williams) who plays the role of gun moll and enforcer, and Nino's girlfriend, Selina
(Michael Michele). It is heavily based on the Chamber Brothers story and captures the feel of
Cooper's article without recreating much of the content. In fact, the film depicts the city's power
structure as very like that of the article through cinematic depictions of various aspects of city
life. However, unlike the essay, the minor characters do not get the amount of time that Cooper
would have given them, so the concerns of the community are less obvious. That said, the cops
that stand up to Nino are more representative of different cultures and Van Peebles attempts to
change the focus of power by presenting them as antiheroes.
Nino Brown's gang, the Cash Money Brothers, become dominant in New York City, as
opposed to Detroit, after the introduction of crack. The film glosses over the human-interest
aspects of the essay and much of the story to create a narrative about a crime boss who pays lip
service to the power of his gang but will do anything to maintain power. As Kenneth Chan
argues, the character “provides a significant example of a stereotypically 'negative' image of
certain black male characters in Hollywood-sanctioned productions . . . a very interesting parody
of the ultimate capitalist, one who works with the system and acquires the riches that the system
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rewards” (38). Unlike many of the earlier Blaxploitation narratives, New Jack City tells the story
of a criminal empire that cares little about the people in the community and seldom tries to help
them except for spending money to keep up appearances. Indeed, the film offers a much different
perspective than Cooper's article by portraying a criminal empire that is totally disconnected
from the interests of the community, appearing more closely related to how the news coverage
portrayed the Chambers brothers. In fact, the film offers an entire gang that is more in line with
how Tommy Gibbs behaved in Black Caesar, forsaking their community for power and money.
Nino Brown is similar to Tommy, coming across as an uncaring, conceited, power hungry
madman who uses his gang to get his way at any cost. He epitomizes the megalomaniacal drug
kingpin that many expect when watching a 90s’ gangster film, as well as reflecting the more
negative elements of the stereotypical folklore “bad man.” He even patterns himself after Tony
Montana from Brian De Palma’s Scarface (1983), itself a cocaine-fueled excessive remake of
Howard Hawk and Richard Rosson’s 1932 film of the same name, which he watches more than
once during the film. In fact, the perennial “say hello to my little friend” scene is a favorite.
While Nino is not as dramatic in action as Montana, he adopts a flashy style of dressing that has
as much to do with hip hop as the gangster lifestyle. He and the members of his gang have
adopted the style of east coast hip hop. They wear gold chains, Kangol hats, tracksuits, and
colorful suits. Thus, they maintain their authenticity as members of the hip hop and New Jack
Swing movements, but as they become more powerful they switch to suits and silk, even paying
homage to older gangster culture, with fedoras and ties. His actions are as nihilistic and
maniacal, and he treats his community with disrespect, while going through the right motions to
build goodwill with the overarching white society. Yet negative public sentiment eventually leads
the police to target him. However, he is somewhat different from the “bad man” archetype, as he
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does not act out against white society predominantly. He uses it to his advantage, while
exploiting his own people. Kenneth Chan calls him a “monolithically evil character,” who
supplicates the “white audience by, consciously or unconsciously, circumventing the real evil of
racist capitalism and its links to the drug trade and by subscribing to the notions of individual
morality and personal psychopathology” (38).
The film builds on the Chamber Brothers story, while mirroring the tragic trajectory of
classic gangster films. The Cash Money Brothers reach the pinnacle of power in the city before
Nino’s vanity, not his drug empire, brings him down. The film champions the “crime does not
pay” model by taking real-life stories of criminals and presenting them in a flashier, well-known
narrative style. Unlike the essay, however, the film only touches on the experiences of the
average criminal, preferring to focus on the criminal empire and the police task force that is after
them. While the trappings of hip hop culture and New Jack sentiment may be new, the story
remains a classic example of immigrant rise to power and eventual dissolution, like the
trajectories of Rico Bandinello and Tommy Gibbs. The actions of law enforcement and the media
are also similar even though the methods they use tend to be updated, particularly in how the
racial depictions of the cops, which will be discussed later.
News reports at the beginning of the film explain the situation that allows the Cash
Money Brothers to become the primary drug ring in the city. During the opening song by Troop
and Levert featuring Queen Latifah, “For the Love of Money/Living for the City” different news
reports chronicle the violence that has been occurring.15 These reports briefly cover much of

The song is a New Jack Swing-styled medley of The O'Jays' “For The Love of Money” and Stevie Wonder's
“Living For The City.” The song epitomizes the different genres on the soundtrack that point to the cross-pollination
and struggle between gangsta rap and New Jack Swing in the film and culture. In fact, the soundtrack album places
east coast New Jack Swing artists like Keith Sweat and contemporary smooth R&B next to Ice-T's west coast
gangsta rap. In fact, a Greek chorus, juxtaposed with the gang’s crimes, sings an acapella “Living For The City”,
15
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Cooper’s essay from rising inequality to reports of drug-related deaths and strike a similar stance
to the 80s coverage of the Chamber Brothers. One news reporter states, “Over the last three
years, the percentage of after-tax income for the rich rose 3%, while after-tax income for the poor
fell 22 %.” Another report mirrors the nihilism in Cooper’s essay claiming, “There was another
drive-by shooting in Harlem last night that resulted in the death of a seven-year-old boy. Police
sources confirm that the shooting was drug related. And quoting one police source, 'The kid just
got in the way.'” These reports echo the conclusion of the real-life television reports that
prompted the populace to do something after children died. This escalation of the general malaise
between the personal and statistical effect of crime eventually moves to events in the story,
relating that “A reputed crime lord and ten of his henchmen were gunned down this afternoon in
front of the Spartan Club. Witnesses said the gunmen rode past Mr. Armeteo as he sat in front of
the restaurant and sprayed the group with automatic weapons. Police speculate the shooting was
the result of an ongoing turf war over the control of the cocaine business in the city.”
The film juxtaposes the violent nature of these reports with people's first-hand
experiences with Nino’s colorfully dressed gang who, unlike Blaxploitation narratives, will take
advantage of them with little pretense. A depiction of close-up violence that echoes Cooper's
vignettes stops the reports, to prioritize the gang’s ruthlessness. Amidst screams, the camera pans
in on Duh Duh Duh Man in a Kangol hat holding a man by the legs over a traffic-filled bridge.
Nino, similarly clad with a gold medallion around his neck, tells the man, “You don't have my
product, and you don't have my money.” The man asks for another chance, and Nino responds,
“The brothers don't wait to get paid. Money talks and bullshit runs the marathon. So, see you,
and I wouldn't want to be you.” The film clearly establishes that the gang is nearly untouchable

dressed in a smooth New Jack Style, with zip up jackets, smart Adidas sneakers and hi-top fade haircuts.
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and that Nino is a vain and self-serving leader as the screaming woman witnesses Duh Duh Duh
Man release him.
Mirroring the real-life Billy Chambers, when his friend explains to him that crack is
becoming more popular than regular cocaine, Nino, who commonly wears colorful suits,
turtlenecks, and silk befitting an east coast hip hop drug lord, is skeptical about Gee Money's
plans for expanding their business, but ultimately relents for profit. Gee Money, compulsively
clad in a tracksuit, tells him, “I set them up in the backroom with a hit of the base, and yo, fifteen
minutes after leaving the club they'd be back with two or three people with them.” Nino remains
skeptical and responds in detailed dialogue like Cooper, “You sound like this shit is the wheel or
something, like it's going to change the world.” Nino displays his leadership as he sells the group
on the drug by emphasizing not just how much money they will make but also explaining why
the city needs the product. He places himself in a Robin Hood heroic role even while he plots to
increase production of the detrimental drug, claiming, “You gotta rob to get rich in the Reagan
era. We're running a strange program, ya'll. I mean more po' and disenfranchised folks than this
place has ever seen. They try to put this shit off like it don't exist.”
Nino’s plan for selling the drug clearly reflects the real-life Chambers criminal activities
in organization and implementation. The crew eschews selling the drug on the street, but instead
converts The Carter apartments into a crack distribution center with rooms where customers get
high and a lab where tenants manufacture and package crack. The setup in the film is like the
Chamber Brothers real operation with nicer equipment and more rooms with interesting names.
He gives each member of the gang a job at the complex, unlike in real life where the higher up
members avoided arrest by staying away from the product. They understood such a centralization
of the operation would make them more money but also knew that such a limited location would
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keep their operation from growing. In the movie, the gang is fearless and believes that the
building will help them corner the market. Nino gloats, “One place to make the product, one
place to collect our money. We will own this fucking city.”
Just like Cooper’s article, the film tries to show both the good and bad things that are
happening in the city, privileging the voices of the community in short cuts that act like a
conversation between the city and its inhabitants. For example, a montage shows various
members of the gang doing their jobs – counting money, packaging drugs, and removing the
competition. These scenes mirror the immersive scenes of the article by including specific
dialogue and detail. For example, one scene focuses on a teacher asking her students a question
and leading them in a chant: “If you just say no, what will you say yes to?” They respond, “We
say yes to education. We say yes to dedication.” Scotty Appleton (Ice-T), the detective who will
eventually hunt Nino, looks on through a chain link fence; his eyes glance down and the camera
pans to crack vials on the children's playground. Appleton is Nino's foil in numerous ways. Not
only is he on the opposite side of the law, he also dresses in sharp contrast to Nino. Appleton
displays Ice-T's west coast hip hop roots, commonly wearing a Los Angeles Raiders jacket,
Afrocentic t-shirts, simpler gold chains, and drabber colors. The film first introduces the
character in another vignette as he attempts to make a drug deal with minor thief, Benny
“Pookie” Robinson (Chris Rock), who runs off with the money. Scotty shoots him in the leg and
apprehends him as Ice-T's “New Jack Hustler” plays.
The film magnifies the actions of real-life cops and their attitude of taking matters into
their own hands to hasten arrests by presenting a notably different task force than the one that
pursued the Chambers’. In this sense, it prioritizes the punitive actions of the police as the cops
more openly break rules in their idiosyncratic pursuit of the law. Yet it is obvious that the police
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do this to bring in Nino and his compatriots. Originally, Scotty goes undercover with Nick Peretti
(Judd Nelson) to infiltrate the gang when Detective Stone (Mario Van Peebles), the head of the
Cash Money Brothers police operation, starts to feel pressure from the Police Commissioner
(Thalmus Rasulala). Of course, the two are not the likeliest cops for the job, following the
trajectory of the stereotypical loose cannon cinematic police officers. The film makes it personal
with a smaller number of cops that have closer connections to the actual crimes. In fact, the task
force consists of city police, and the feds are never invited. Thus, there is more of a sense that the
city can handle its own problems, even if they use rogue cops. When the commissioner rejects
Stone’s plea to use the two, Stone responds that he cannot succeed without “cops who know
these streets . . . Some New Jack cops to take down a New Jack Gangster.”
The conception of a New Jack Cop, as well as the introduction of a much more racially
diverse group to go after the gang, is significant because of what it signifies for the black
community. This dynamic is unthinkable in real life and accentuates the tension between
members of the police department. Qwest7 reports that Mario Van Peebles “had a diverse mind
state in constructing his embodiment of a new type of cop . . . to hear Van Peebles tell it, a squad
of new jack cops was needed for the job” in order to reflect the community in which they worked
(Qwest7). Peebles' conception of a New Jack Cop stemmed from the realization that “the police
commissioner was often portrayed in film, up until then, as the black guy, sort of past his sexual
prime and he wasn’t on the forefront of the action” (qtd. in Qwest7). He decided to reverse the
roles of black commissioner and white cop, so the black cop would be part of the action and
could not go by the book like the usual black commissioner character. He then decided to create
a diverse cast of characters because
if you want kids to say no, you gotta have role models to say yes to . . . And so my new
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jack cops will be White, Asian and Black. I’m not gonna whine about diversity in film
because diversity, to me, is not just black folks. It’s all of us. It’s Indian, It’s Native
American, East Indian, Asian, gay, straight, male, female. (qtd. in Qwest 7).
Appleton is fundamentally the epitome of what a New Jack cop should be. He knows the
streets and community as well as Nino and his irreverent attitude toward authority allows him to
do whatever it takes to bring the gangster down.16 He protects the streets where he grew up, yet
as a member of the police force, assumes a position of power that undermines those he is trying
to help. His position remains dichotomous because he is a role model like Van Peebles intended,
but he has also become part of the city's ruling class in a different way than Nino. This position
mirrors double consciousness because Appleton is beholden to two different cultures. Appleton
appears more like the heroic figure of Blaxploitation than Nino, yet as a cop, his actions could
prove detrimental because he breaks rules and innocents might be injured in the crossfire. At the
same time, the administration ties his hands often putting the safety of white citizens over
minorities to maintain the status quo. The casting of Ice-T further problematizes the role as “Cop
Killer” and his gangsta rap image made him controversial at the time.17 Essentially, he is a
fantasy cop figure to counter Nino's “badman” gangster. This role is very problematic as the
conception of a New Jack Cop undermines the notion of hip hop authenticity; he is trying to
maintain credibility within a white organization, while holding true to the fashion and attitudes
he learned on the street, like his Raiders jacket and undercover pimp gear. Mladen argues, “With
the aid of hindsight, the casting of an idealistic Ice-T against a crew of cynical drug dealers
mirrors the struggle between Rap and the popular genre of New Jack Swing in the development
Van Peebles claims, in reference to Ice-T's “bad man” persona, “And then for the other cat, instead of letting him
be the gangster like I know he wants to be, I’m gonna have him be the cop and that’s gonna be the brother Ice-T”
(qtd. in Qwest7).
16
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of hip hop. On the side of justice is Ice-T, working with the law but at odds with it . . . On the
other side, once Snipes and his gang become entirely commercially focused, they rake in the
dough, don jazzy new low-top fades with immaculate shaved hair designs and bright suits, and
host big dance parties featuring New Jack Swing pioneer Teddy Riley, as well as Flava Flav and
Fab 5 Freddy” (Mladen). Ice-T's role as a gangsta rapper also adds to his authenticity as a street
cop, contrasting with the ever more luxuriant lifestyles of the gang who hangs out with older
celebrities and, in contrast, appear to be the sellouts.
The method that the cops take is similar to how the real-life task force operated, and they
show similar exasperation in how long it takes to bust the Cash Money Brothers. Although at
first Peretti and Appleton do not get along, they bond over their understanding of Nino and his
operation and how they are going to take him down. Stone explains to them “We need some
evidence. Evidence of murder, drug trafficking, racketeering, tax evasion, man. Anything. The
department has never been able to make anything stick on Brown by following procedure.”
Scotty believes that Nino is taking advantage of the community after he hands out Thanksgiving
turkeys to the community, essentially summarizing the task force's beliefs: “ten years as a lowlife, murderous bum. Nino Browns not here trying to purchase a conscience. I ain't buying this
Robin Hood bullshit.”
How the film approaches Pookie recalls Cooper's essay because it provides insights into
the character's lives as they struggle against hopeless odds to maintain identity within the
community, while considering the real-life techniques of the Chamber Brothers. The crew uses
Pookie to make their first attempt at busting Nino because he can easily get inside the operation
by working at the Carter as an informant.18 Pookie provides more information than most of the
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At one point, Pookie goes against the CMB’s rebellious form and wears CMB merchandise that seems like it go
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real-life informants could give on the Chamber Brothers, however he struggles under the weight
of his addiction. He tells them about the layout of the building, which is far more complex than
The Broadmoor, but operates on similar principles, including high tech entry and differing
rooms, such as the “drug store” and “the Enterprise.” While the real task force was never able to
cripple the operation by raiding The Broadmoor because of the brother’s precautions, Pookie
works in the Drug Store, which ultimately leads to the end of The Carter. In a scene that seems to
directly reference the nihilism in Cooper’s essay, Pookie relapses because of his proximity to the
drug and cannot take personal responsibility. Pookie dances around and talks at a rapid-fire pace,
his questions to his co-workers almost resembling the Dozens. When Gee Money and Duh Duh
Duh Man discover the wire, they threaten to kill Pookie, who pleads for help, looking directly
into the camera, and uttering, “Scotty, help me. I'm gonna die.” The gang sets The Carter on fire,
leaving Pookie's booby-trapped corpse for the detectives.
Nino regularly commends the gang's successes, but his own selfish proclivities as a “bad
man,” struggle for authenticity, and greed are affecting the operation. He mirrors the conflicted
badman archetype, never sure of just what he wants. Van Peebles told Snipes, “Man, you the
king of the jungle. You’re like the black panther cat. You rule this motherfucker. It was like ‘I
want you to play it not like a bad guy . . . think of it like you’re Huey Newton” (qtd. in Qwest7).
Yet Nino’s selfishness keeps him from being that type of political figure. He is not an archetypal
Blaxploitation hero nor does he conform to the Rico Bandinello stereotype of would-be
successful gangster. In truth, he is starting to move into the realm of total despot in a way that
even Tommy Gibbs never could because of his tighter knit group of followers. However, the
group is already feeling dissension as well as pressure from the Mafia, including increased

against the fashionable dress of the rest of the gang, but makes an appearance to reinforce their capitalistic values.
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pressure from Johnny Mateo’s men, despite their appearance as a united force. Unlike the
Chamber Brothers, they are always a tight knit group that runs one operation with one person in
charge, yet Nino's leadership is more like Billy Joe's than Larry's. He is given to Machiavellian
power trips and temper tantrums. For example, Nino tells Gee Money that nothing will ever
come between them but is soon involved with his friend's recent hookup, Uniqua (Tracy Camilla
Johns), first noticing her at a party where the group, Guy, is playing “New Jack City” live.19
Nino’s dalliance irreparably affects his relationship with Gee Money and Selina who leaves him.
After the sting operation, which takes down the gang, Nino decides to continue alone. Gee
Money tries to make amends, asking if they can be family again because none of the rest of it
matters, chanting “CMB. CMB! We all we got. Am I my brother's keeper? Nino responds, “Yes,
I am” and shoots him with tears in his eyes.
Unlike in earlier crime films, New Jack City shows that only an organized force will
successfully deal with crime. Indeed, success depends on a united multicultural and racially
diverse taskforce. Earlier Blaxploitation and crime films pitted the cops against the criminals, as
well as whites against other races, ultimately reifying that “crime does not pay.” The film places
this concept into different hands, New Jack Cops, who dress and act more like the criminals they
chase and the people they serve. Indeed, the film presents this power shift as a harbinger of
things to come, if the cops can transcend the system and not just be co-opted into the white
power structure. After Pookie's funeral, when Appleton and Peretti go undercover as drug dealers
to arrest Nino they finally understand each other’s intense concern with their jobs and Pookie’s
death– a personal identification with victims of the drug war. Each explains to the other why they
believe his death matters so much in a scene that seems contextually drawn from Cooper but also
New Jack Swing is the general soundtrack for Nino and his gang, while west coast hip hop plays during Scotty’s
scenes.
19
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from real-life discussions of the effects of crime. Both men talk seriously about how crack has
affected their lives and will continue to destroy communities. Scotty blames himself for killing
Pookie, and Nick claims that he is responsible as he used to be a “poor white trash Pookie.” He
explains, “This whole drug shit, it's not a black thing, it's not a white thing. It's a death thing.
Death doesn't give a shit about color.” They both agree that the only solution is to kill Nino
Brown. This scene reaffirms the idea that “crime does not pay” if members of the community
will stand up to it.
Throughout the film, Scotty, as New Jack Cop, plays fast and loose with the rules often
resorting to vigilante techniques in order to protect the city. For example, when Scotty
apprehends Nino, he beats him on a fire escape as a crowd watches. He reveals that Nino killed
his mother in a gang initiation, pointing out all the people in the community he has affected –
These are the people you squash and kill with no retribution . . . This ain't business, bitch. This is
personal.” When Nino cops a plea deal at his trial and receives a one-year sentence, the film
seemingly sets up Scotty to enact vigilante justice. Even though Peretti seems to represent the
Dirty Harry type cop who is quick to anger and even quicker to shoot and willing to do anything
to stop the criminals, Appleton is the one who is quick to take shortcuts. In this way, the film
underscores the “crime does not pay” position, while paying homage to the more politically
conservative 1970s films where the cop exacts his own law when the system fails. However, the
film shifts the focus from white justice to community justice, turning away from the more
internally oriented representation of the criminal mind to portray a society where everyone
breaks the rules to gain success or justice. In the end, an old man (Bill Cobb), who threatened to
kill Nino earlier, appears as he speaks to reporters outside the courtroom and shoots him in the
chest. Nino falls over the balcony, Scotty calmly looks down and puts his sunglasses on, and
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Nick smiles in satisfaction. Onlookers look from various levels on the spiral staircase to gawk at
Nino's body, and the film ends. Scotty does not get revenge, but a member of the community, not
a representative of law and order, gets justice.
In homage to earlier gangster films, an epilogue explains that only decisive action can
stop real-life Nino Browns from coming to power: “Although this is a fictional story, there are
Nino Browns in every major city in America. If we don't confront the problem realistically –
without empty slogans and promises – then drugs will continue to destroy our country.” The
simple and direct message does not point to easy solutions nor does its “crime does not pay”
message resort to sentimentality. The film is often fantastic, combining elements of hip hop
culture and Blaxploitation, but its final message is that drugs kill and empty rhetoric or
continuing current policies will not provide the right remedy. While the film does not offer clear
solutions, it directly articulates that communities and races must come together to address and
remedy the problem because lone vigilantes will not solve it.
The Chamber brothers’ story is not unique, but it is a fitting example of how punitive
crime prevention measures and a system that prohibits advancement creates a new conception of
the “bad man.” These crime adaptations show how the public reacts to flashy characters that
feign giving back to the community as they help themselves. Films like New Jack City attempt to
portray life on the streets of America, accounting for recent trends in music and fashion, such as
hip hop, while showing how communities and law enforcement are ill prepared to handle crimes
that exist because of systemic racism and social decay.
The public face of crime and law enforcement is becoming more multicultural, and 90s
crime films, show that community interaction is integral to solving the issues surrounding crime.
While many narratives are concerned with a lone protagonist that defies odds, gangsta narratives
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change the dynamic by involving a larger diversity of characters. Protagonists might not have
such tragic lives if they chose to contribute to their communities or accept the help of their
compatriots. In New Jack City, Nino has more options than Tommy Gibbs, or gangsters like him,
because he has likeminded allies, but he tries to leave them behind, ultimately being dispatched
by a community member who he personally rebuked. However, he is also pursued by a
multicultural group of cops, who could have chosen a different path than allegiance with the
hegemonic culture. By doing so, they reinforce the status quo, yet offer hope that communities
will come together to find other solutions besides punishment and retribution. In this case,
however, the community metes out retribution. The effect that crime has on the community, and
the progressive nature of community involvement, augurs a more positive conclusion away from
the conservative punishments offered by overarching society. Period true-crime narratives
address the status quo by dressing age-old stories in new trappings, while changing the dynamic
through community interaction. They show how communities used whatever possible means to
stop crime, even if those means were only a stopgap measure. These texts argue that “crime does
not pay,” nor will criminals achieve long-term success, yet many real-life gang members believe
crime is their only option to escape poverty and find success. Neither prison nor how gang life
personally affects their communities can dissuade them. They struggle for authenticity and
acceptance. The increased focus on community efforts shows that, while moralistic “crime does
not pay” stories are perpetually part of crime narratives, a thematic shift occurred in the 1990s
that provided other crime prevention options besides hegemonic punishment of the poor.

CONCLUSION
“CRIME STILL DOES NOT PAY”: COMMUNITY AND THE FUTURE OF CRIME
NARRATIVE
True crime’s influence remains a potent barometer for determining how crime narratives
indelibly affect and are affected by American culture, and examinations of fictional narratives
provide a potent lens for understanding the complexities and ongoing confluence of crime and
true-crime narratives. Crime is still a constant American obsession that reaches all segments of
the population through film, fiction, and news reports. This study outlines that cultural
perceptions of crime have shifted from a conservative, redemption ethos before the 20th century
to a more individualistic, rehabilitation mentality between the world wars, before shifting back to
a conservative ideology that favors punishment, especially in the 1970s and during the Reagan
era. These shifts from redemptive to rehabilitative to punitive are the driving force behind the
crime fiction genre. They correlate its development throughout the century as crime fiction
engaged religious conservatism, issues of ethnic and racial identity, and developing discourses of
psychology. And yet, as a collective history, these forces remain overlooked in discussions of
fictional crime drama by other scholars who dismiss this overarching cultural history.
Examinations of fictional crime that were dismissive of true-crime narratives were a major
oversight in scholarship. In this manner, true crime’s overt engagement with those shifts gives us
new insights into crime fiction.
True crime theorists, such as Jean Murley and Laura Browder, point out the connections
between true crime and popular culture, cataloging how the form changed throughout the 20th
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century. In fact, they explain what true crime says about crime. My study asks the next logical
question. What is true crime’s relationship with crime fiction? Thus, it reinforces how integral
fictional notions of crime are to cultural understandings of the realities of crime and vice versa. It
fills in the gaps in scholarship by providing a different perspective on the messy intersections
between crime and true crime, using fictional texts as a lens. This study catalogues trends that
other theorists have not explicitly expressed, looking at representative texts and showing how
crime fiction, in turn, affects true-crime texts and vice versa. It does so through interdisciplinary
methods, utilizing sociology, psychology, folklore, and musicology to reinforce the complexities
of crime’s influence on fiction and vice versa. By examining fictional texts, these trends become
clearer, yet their continual presence underscores the complexity of the disorderly intersections
between crime narratives – both fictional and factual.
But beyond this new insight into true crime, my study employs the true crime genre in
many of its most popular forms (from journalistic to pulp to paper back to reality TV) to chart a
history of the popular consumption of crime. In turn, when considering fictional crime, this
provides insight into the shifts from redemptive to rehabilitative to punitive through
examinations of redemption and rehabilitation in An American Tragedy to punitive measures in
New Jack City. Thus, I use true crime to reconsider crime fiction in ways that critics have not
considered. The texts I examine cover each of these directives and show how crime fiction
developed in its engagement of true events and circumstances throughout the century. Indeed,
my study shows how crime fiction engaged religious conservatism, issues of ethnic and racial
identity, and developing discourses of psychology. I examine An American Tragedy for its cogent
analysis of the changing face of American politics discussing how the text examines Clyde’s
redemption narrative against the struggle between progressive and conservative visions of
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justice, directly connecting it to earlier narratives that other studies have ignored, such as
execution sermons. In my examinations of Little Caesar, Black Caesar, and New Jack City, I
introduce conceptions of the fictional and folkloric “bad man,” generally only discussed in music
and folklore narratives, as a new way to examine how fictional gangster narratives explore ethnic
and racial identity and show how the form uses both black and immigrant narratives to comment
on success in America and the continual punitive practices of law enforcement. In my analysis of
The Killer Inside Me narrative, I examine the changing psychology of Lou Ford in each
adaptation to show that he does not just represent an early form of the serial killer archetype, as
previous studies have determined. Instead, I argue that his self-analysis directly engages
changing perceptions of psychology and can comment on various developments in the field as
well as how society views these advances. Unlike other studies, I examine how the fictional
archetype developed to comment on society and criminality, looking at how historical trends in
law enforcement reinforce how Ford’s analysis is connected to community, locality, and his own
perceptions of the world around him. Thus, the narrative comments on the changing nature of
punishment and rehabilitation, and its adaptations reinforce how important introspection is to
current understanding of the serial killer phenomenon.
Crime fiction continues to borrow from and add to the four major trends in 20th century
American crime, and validates the ubiquity of crime texts, while underscoring the impact of
crime narratives on American culture’s understanding and consideration of true-crime events. For
example, cultural perceptions about crime are still in flux, and although crime narratives remain
relevant, there is still friction between the liberal and conservative models. This study uses
Timothy Lenz’s examination of shifting patterns in criminology to explain how different parts of
the country deal with crime, while examining how their prevalence in crime literature contributes
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to current cultural views of crime. While crime narratives started shifting away from
conservatism in the 90s toward a rehabilitation model and overhauling of the justice system,
especially in urban communities, law and order narratives are still prominent, and it is hard to
predict whether progressive, rehabilitative models will continue to make inroads or conservative,
punitive models will continue to shape 21st century crime fiction.
Each chapter in my study not only reevaluates or reconsiders crime texts as they represent
the four major trends, but also examines each through an interdisciplinary lens that accounts for
methodologies from sociology, psychology, folklore, and musicology, and others to analyze the
breadth and scope of the intersections between crime literature and true crime. In doing so, it
reinforces connections between the two, while showing how the crime genre continually
provides insights into the development of crime and crime prevention. Indeed, literary and film
studies have not considered true crime’s central role in dictating the genre directives of crime
fiction. Thus, my lens provides new insight by reconsidering public consumption of “real crime”
as in conversation with the consumption of fictional crime.
For example, my study of An American Tragedy is different from other studies of the
seminal work because it focuses on not only different representations of Clyde Griffiths as he
struggles to find himself and become successful, but connects the threads from earlier true crime
narratives, such as execution sermons, to reinforce the complexities of the genre. Studies, such as
Mandy Merck’s adaptation study, discuss the determinism of the novel and focus on its
intertextual and cultural genesis without fully examining how early true crime influenced it. This
study builds on earlier studies that discuss the deterministic nature of Clyde’s path, focusing on
how different adaptations present Clyde, accounting for not just the novel’s use of various
cultural strands but adaptation choices. It focuses on how the novel and its film adaptations
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comment on true-crime narratives by examining the influence of earlier conservative genres,
such as the execution sermon, that are still part of the form. Thus, Clyde Griffiths’ basic story
serves as a commentary on systemic shifts in how different periods view crime. It is an
amalgamation of many different strands of the genre and serves as a validation and
reexamination of the genre’s complex coverage of a heinous crime, which directly correlates to
the foundations of true crime as a sister genre. In addition, it challenges the presumption that
Clyde’s journey is entirely deterministic because it allows him the option of making choices
about his ultimate fate. By privileging Clyde’s attempts at absolution, my analysis of the
narrative emphasizes how crime fiction introduces the messy fusion between the real and the
unreal, as well as how the novel’s narrative structure and deterministic storyline ultimately
informed true-crime and journalistic narratives along with perceptions of real crime.
My study of Little Caesar and its adaptations, especially Black Caesar, contributes to
scholarship by expanding on the fictional representation of the gangster through an analysis of
earlier archetypal characters as directly informed by complicated ethnic representations of
criminals in journalistic and true crime narratives of gangsters. Studies of gangster narratives
necessarily discuss immigrant conceptions of the gangster and their attempts at success,
accounting for ethnicity and its effect on the American Dream narratives. However, these studies
focus specifically on Italian characters and Italian conceptions of masculinity. I build on this by
introducing an analysis of different conceptions of masculinity, such as African American
masculinity, to focus significantly on earlier cultural representations that influenced the gangster
characters. Thus, I chart connections between two film subgenres, gangster and Blaxploitation, in
which characters struggle for success. I look at folkloric conceptions of the “bad man” to show
how the fictional conception of the gangster, which has influenced both fictional and nonfictional
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gangsters since in order to more comprehensively examine how writers developed this character.
In fact, it adds new commentary on how this character type transcends culture and race because
of its cross-cultural analysis of the gangster figure. Black Caesar redevelops the character trope,
along with the trappings of Blaxploitation, to comment in excoriating detail on how racism and
cultural expectations could create this character type. The transcendent masculine archetype of
“gangster” arises out of true crime into fictional crime, reflecting how the gangster figure could
move fluidly between racial and ethnic categories and maintain its resonance as both a heroic
figure and a representation of systemic racism.
Chapter three correlates closely with chapter one by examining The Killer Inside Me and
its filmic adaptations, all texts that present a lone white figure against the world, while focusing
on a different analysis of how each text confronts the psychological makeup of the narrator. The
chapter approaches this narrative device by examining how the character’s self-analysis in the
original novel dovetails with true crime pulp magazines’ fascinations with the criminal mind. As
such, Lou Ford’s self-analysis in each version points to changing perceptions of psychology and
how these approaches affect crime narratives and reinforce narrative uncertainty. Scholars, such
as Mark Seltzer and Kenneth Payne, have discussed how Ford is a prototypical serial killer and
his actions paved the way for considerations of that archetype. My work dismisses understanding
Ford simply as a precursor to later archetypes and sees him as directly engaged with the
psychological discourses of the era. While Seltzer introduces Killer as a serial killer text to
understand popular psychology and the clichés that go into the creation of the serial killer
archetype, my chapter examines the development of the archetype in the novel and its
adaptations as an engaged commentary on society and criminality grounded in historical
specificity. While scholars like Trisha Yarbrough, who discusses the rural nature of Thompson’s
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work, and Ralph Willett, who discusses the importance of the city to hardboiled fiction, show
how important locality is to the Roman Noir, I connect historical real-life trends in law
enforcement to these texts to reinforce how Lou Ford’s self-examination is attached to his view
of his community. This connection also stresses how integral discussions of community and
locale are to the development of true crime, which, in turn, directly dictated the development of
crime fiction. My analysis of the 1970’s adaptation reevaluates how society approached the lone
killer and self-analysis during the decade by looking at how Lou Ford reads the latest popular
psychology to examine how he fits into the world and interacts with others. In looking at
Winterbottom’s 2010 adaptation, I examine yet again how this conception of the internal
workings of the killer’s mind has changed. The film serves as a lens into the popularity of the
phenomenon, commenting on how ubiquitous and popular the serial killer narrative has become,
as well as showing how necessary this focus on the internal workings of the killer’s mind has
become to the genre. While the novel comments on the populist leanings of the crime form by
prioritizing popular psychology, these newer texts reinvent the characterization by commenting
on current popular psychology, while stressing how paramount introspective views of white
killers has become to the form and to American culture.
Chapter four builds on research from chapter two, delving into “bad man” mythology,
while examining texts that comment on the crack epidemic of the 1980s. By doing so, it looks at
areas of true-crime reporting that scholars have seldom explored in relation to literature and film.
It also emphasizes the approach that true crime has commonly taken toward immigrant and black
characters, which does not allow them as much autonomy in thinking about their personal
decisions and doing something about their proscribed situations. Media focus on black crime in
the 1980s and early 90s intimately connected community to the crack epidemic and showed that
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no matter what blacks did they could not escape the drug. The ubiquitous media coverage
reinforced the idea that black crime could not be separated from gang and drug culture. My
chapter reinforces the pervasive presence of crime narratives and their effect on other genres,
such as New Journalism and hip hop music, while accounting for how those genres affect crime
fiction and true crime. My analysis of New Jack City examines how “bad man” tropes have
developed since Blaxploitation in relation to inner-city communities and crime, all fueled by
media depictions outside of film. While scholars, such as Jonathan Munby, have often used these
tropes to examine urban music and black culture, I look holistically at just how these character
tropes maintain relevance in urban film, building from real-life and fictional examples. As such,
a film like New Jack City emerges as a text illustrating the multi-media influences upon crime
film in the latter part of the 20th century – showing how music, television news, and new
journalism created new genre tropes.
Future studies of true crime’s influence on crime fiction could address some of the
limitations of this study by expanding research in several directions. This study did not examine
female crime writing because there are fewer texts written from a female perspective that focus
on several of the categories. However, I would like to expand research to female Roman Noir
writers like Patricia Highsmith, and look into Domestic Noir and other crime fiction from
underrepresented groups to anticipate changes in how fiction affects true-crime narratives. I
would also like to approach issues of misogyny that affect the relationship between crime and
true-crime narratives in more detail, accounting for the association between audience and the
content they consume. Another thread that I did not examine in detail, but would like to research
in the future, is how the mystery aspect of crime analysis is connected to newer participatory
online groups that come together to solve and discuss crime. These armchair sleuths will
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undoubtedly change the face of true-crime and fiction in the future.
Beyond these future research avenues, questions still arise about what came after New
Jack City and late 20th century narratives of crime. How did the racial dynamics of crime
narratives continue to develop in the 21st century? How do fictional archetypes and tropes still
affect and approximate real world practices? Also, how does the true crime and fictional crime
narrative continue to correspond and influence populist views of crime? And, in our far-reaching
multimedia world, how do the labels of “factual” and “fictional” blur even further? As my
dissertation demonstrates, the public has developed a more nuanced opinion on crime,
particularly concerning how inner-city violence and racial tension have affected historically
repressed communities. While more psychological crime narratives are still the parlance of white
audiences, others are increasingly reaching a more culturally and racially diverse population.
Indeed, the fictional crime narratives, as well as their true-crime counterparts, have taken
advantage of the increasingly diverse nature of crime narratives, even as many remain focused
on white audiences. Even though immigrant mobility has long been a part of crime narratives,
communities now affect rehabilitation or prevention of crime on a more public level through
increased media representation and considerations of locality are still evident. Two events after
New Jack City significantly affected public perception and coverage of crime: (1). the Rodney
King verdict and its aftermath, and (2). O.J. Simpson’s trial. These events increased racial
tension across America, especially in inner-city communities, and complicated public perception
concerning punitive crime prevention. When officers used extreme force against Rodney King on
March 3, 1991 and hospitalized him for leading them on a high-speed chase, people balked at
their violence. It seemed more intrusive as George Holliday videotaped the incident, and intense
media coverage increased tension. However, Holliday’s intervention shows that communities
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were beginning to have other options in protecting each other from punitive techniques.
Paradoxically, after a jury acquitted three of the officers on April 29, 1992, riots spread across
Los Angeles because people wanted stricter punishment for them, and media coverage led to
more riots across the country. The O.J. Simpson trial, in which the court tried the black football
player for the 1994 murders of his white ex-wife, Nicole Brown Simpson and her friend Ron
Goldman, also received national attention and brought about racial tension. A media circus
surrounded Simpson’s arrest before the trial when he led police on a chase and continued until
his acquittal. While the media caused significant unrest in both cases, it also complicated public
perceptions of punishment because in both cases some called for stricter punishment, while
others saw flaws in the justice system.
True-crime and its corresponding fictional narratives constantly affect views of crime in
our hyper-media age, further blurring the boundaries between fact and fiction. Online news
stories, social media, and true-crime websites all play a part in presenting crime narratives to the
public. In fact, 24-hour news intrusively covers crime to an extent that surpasses the O.J.
Simpson trial and Rodney King coverage. Various media informed each trend in this dissertation;
newspapers and radio reports generally played a role during the early 20th century, while
television and music commented on crime in New Jack City and beyond. In the early 21st
century, the internet mediates perceptions of crime, accounting for change and continuing to
work as a cultural barometer. Crime narratives have been commenting on true-crime since the
early days of crime reporting, yet the way media covers crime and how society deals with it has
changed greatly, partially due to the influence of crime fiction, which continually colors public
perception of crime. Fictional narratives also reinforce and reify trends in true-crime narratives,
such as the continual focus on the killer’s mind. Through a complex interplay, both crime and
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true crime have a more symbiotic relationship than most studies have configured. Crime
narratives cogently comment on crime in ways that true-crime narratives cannot through
detachment and hyperrealization of existing trends. They also bring these narratives to larger
audiences. The true-crime genre remains elastic, and it remains hard to determine the boundaries
between crime fiction and true-crime narratives in the internet age.
To return to Laura Browder's contention that there is a “true crime to fit every decade,”
current depictions of fictional crime borrow from all the narrative threads discussed in this
dissertation, while maintaining a constant presence that reaches across media. Crime fiction’s
influence has only codified the continual presence of these tropes. Edgy texts, such as HBO’s
True Detective (2014-2015), an anthology series that tells a different story each season and
borrows from real-life events just like older true-crime magazines, and The Night Of (2016),
which is based on the British show, Criminal Justice (2008-2009), and follows one person’s
journey through the criminal justice system, share shelf space with older procedural network
shows like Law & Order (1990-present), itself a procedural show that tracks one crime from
when it was committed through the court system, and Criminal Minds (2005-Present), a
procedural which focuses on profilers who track serial killers. True-Crime miniseries, such as the
acclaimed and award-winning, The People v. O.J. Simpson: American Crime Story (2016),
follows one crime each season and, for its first season, gave viewers an in-depth look at the O.J.
Simpson Murder case.
But, perhaps, true-crime and crime-related podcasts are crime’s most far reaching
proponents in the early 21st century, bringing crime narratives into the most homes and
continually prioritizing the psychological nature of crime and discussing the factual and fictional.
Podcast continue to focus on legendary crimes and figures, thus fictional crime still has an
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immediate effect on how podcasters present both crime and true crime. From the very popular
Serial (2014-Present), which focuses on one crime each season, to more recent offerings, such as
Criminal (2014-Present), which examines odd and interesting crimes and specializes in telling
"stories of people who've done wrong, been wronged, or gotten caught somewhere in the
middle” to those like My Favorite Murder (2016-Present) that present heinous murders like the
hosts’ “favorite tales of murder . . . and hometown crime stories from friends and fans alike,”
large number of listeners are voraciously consuming crime narratives and reacting on social
media. Additionally, many of these podcasts still focus on white killers and victims, commonly
covering serial killers.1 This fan base is savvier and resembles the popular culture armchair
psychiatrists that pondered crime texts since the fifties, turning the pages of countless true-crime
books and analyzing serial killers and gangsters alike. Podcasts add a different interactive
element missing from many of the earlier forms as fans learn about the legal process, reevaluate
their views on specific crimes, and join the conversation in message boards, as well as audio.
How these podcasts prioritize fact over fiction, and focus on finding the truth, reflects true-crime
books, Roman Noir, and even American Tragedy while prioritizing due process of law.
Literature also points to the future direction of crime narrative through the addition of
underrepresented groups and reanalysis of genres that will undoubtedly add new wrinkles to the
intersections between crime fiction and true crime, while reiterating noir tropes and providing
familiar commentary on true crime. Crime fiction is making room for previously
underrepresented communities in traditional crime narratives, allowing for evaluation of how
these groups reconsider the American Dream, like the LGBT community with such works as

1

Some podcasts, such as Serial and Criminal, subvert the common focus on mostly white criminals by covering
more multiracial crimes and commenting on them.
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Nancy Sanra’s Tally McGinniss and Mark McNease’s Kyle Callahan series. Feminist crime
2

fiction also thrives; hardboiled authors of the 70s like Sue Grafton and Marcia Muller share shelf
space with Domestic Noir, a newer subgenre that borrows equally from hardboiled narratives and
cozy mysteries.3 Julia Crouch, who coined the term in 2013 because she did not think her novels
were psychological thrillers, writes that it “takes place primarily in homes and workplaces,
concerns itself largely (but not exclusively) with the female experience, is based around
relationships and takes as its base a broadly feminist view that the domestic sphere is a
challenging and sometimes dangerous prospect for its inhabitants” (Crouch). Siobhan
MacDonald writes that the subgenre, “allows the reader to get under the skin of the characters
and to explore what’s going on in their heads—their wants, desires, and motivations. It allows for
increased voyeurism . . . These readers want to . . . get involved in the psychology of a crime”
(Macdonald). These new subgenres might be a response to feminist or post-feminist views of
crime fiction, reacting to the masculinist nature of 20th century crime writing and the primarily
female audience interested in true-crime writing, but they also account for Roman Noir’s
predilection for unreliable narrators and psychological character studies.
Filmic texts of the last twenty years have focused heavily on neo-noir reimaginings and
gangster films; many of these productions are international as American film companies are
spending less money on crime and more on superhero franchises. The field of more current crime
films runs the gamut of familiar categories. For example, films like Ridley Scott’s American
Sanra’s Tally McGinniss series includes five books beginning with 1998’s No Escape. They all have “no” in the
title. As of this date, there are four Kyle Callahan books, including McNease’s Pride Trilogy.
2

Sue Grafton’s best known works include the “Alphabet Series” of novels that started in 1982 with “A” is For Alibi.
Marcia Muller’s Sharon McCone series began in 1977 with Edwin of the Iron Shoe. Although Domestic Noir is a
relatively new genre, quite a few novels have been published, including Julia Crouch’s Cuckoo (2011) and Paula
Hawkins’ The Girl on the Train (2015). Additionally, Films such as David Fincher’s Gone Girl (2014), an adaptation
of Gillian Flynn’s 2012 novel of the same name, and Tate Taylor’s The Girl on the Train (2016), an adaptation of
Paula Hawkins’ novel of the same name, bring Domestic Noir stories to filmgoers.
3
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Gangster (2007) and Martin Scorsese’s The Departed (2007) follow familiar gangster themes.
The former presents the story of real-life gangster Frank Lucas’ rise and fall, while the latter
fictionalizes the exploits of Boston gangster, Whitey Bulger. Both continue the “crime does not
pay” trajectory. Others like David Fincher’s Zodiac (2007) and Patty Jenkins’ Monster (2003)
tell the stories of serial killers. These films continue to build on familiar themes and expand the
vocabulary of crime film, while regularly borrowing from true-crime narratives. However, unlike
other mediums, which more recently built on the psychological analysis of criminals, film has
been more conservative, typically building on the themes from earlier gangster films, except in
the aforementioned serial killer films. However, these films do reimagine familiar themes of
immigrant struggle, while responding to punishment with the “crime does not pay” scenario.
Indeed, the fuzzy borders between true-crime narratives and crime fiction remain, but the
future seems increasingly committed to community both online and in various media as large fan
groups discuss crime narratives in forums and texts like podcasts privilege community through
Facebook groups. In this sense, each show how communities understand crime through
interaction, yet often discuss crime in a manner that sensationalizes killers through reliance on
expectations that also blur the fictional and factual nature of criminals. Indeed, these forums
reiterate crime fiction’s recurring themes through a focus on persistent attention to archetypal
criminals. True-crime websites and blogs, such as lawloulew (2016-Present), Killers Without
Conscience 2011-Present), and True Crime Reader (2011-Present) offer places for true-crime
fans to congregate, while The Rap Sheet (2006-Present), Inkspot: A Corp of Crime Fiction
Authors (2007-Present), and Crime Thriller Girl (2012-Present) among others, provide the same
space for the crime fiction community. As in the categories of crime fiction, these communities
overlap.
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Crime fiction has always been multivariate, borrowing from different true and literary
sources, as well as different cultures and social mores, and this will continue. Narratives still
generally focus on one protagonist and run the gamut from introspective, psychological
examinations to exposes of gangsters and “bad men.” In the hypermedia age, online resources,
forums, and blogs allow devotees to participate in greater numbers. In this way, crime narratives
might become less deterministic as society struggles against social ills, communities hold law
enforcement and criminals responsible for their actions, and fictional representations continue to
comment on and affect crime trends.
Looking at fictional crime through the lens of true crime codifies and reinforces how each
is viewed and shows how certain threads continually rear their ugly heads, despite changes in
technology and media. In addition, it shows how the complex interplay between the forms,
specifically crime fiction’s influence on true-crime, creates archetypes that become inseparable
from actuality, and more specifically leads the public to find greater fascination with these
characters. In addition, the public becomes more interested in how they could be like these
archetypes, identifying with their struggles and hoping to solve their problems. By using true
crime as a lens, my study stresses how fictional crime narratives have strengthened the
recurrence of tropes that reach back to the early days of true crime narrative. Thus, folkloric
tropes, such as the “bad man” and mythic conceptions of the serial killer continue to hold sway,
and each of these crime currents is still in play. Human storytelling and newspaper reports play a
role in recreation of crime, but fictional narratives, through their reiteration of character types
and age-old storylines, show the continual relevance of these stories to our lives in a way that
basic news reports and true-crime narratives, even book length ones, cannot. Fictional stories add
depth and detail, making these basic tales larger than life but also showing how they can
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continually serve as commentary on life in America in a way that examinations of only truecrime narratives often cannot. They reinforce and challenge the messy interactions of crime and
true crime narratives, while strengthening the ubiquity of the major trends that continue to
influence both narratives. These fictional texts will continue to demonstrate that “crime does not
pay,” but understanding how society and draconian policies “create” criminals and debate about
criminal involvement points to a more comprehensive view of criminality that takes account of a
public consumption of “true” crime, while outlining how tightly intertwined the “factual” and
“fictional” have become to the American mythos.
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